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AUTHOR'S NOTE

After "The Andromeda Nebula" and "The Heart of the Serpent," I did not expect at all to spend a third work in the distant future. I wanted to write a historical novel and a popular book on paleontology, and yet, I spent more than three years writing a science fiction novel that, although it is not a direct continuation of the previous two, also addresses ways of development of communist society.

"The Hour of the Bull" was born in response to a trend that is spreading in our science fiction (not to mention the foreign science fiction) to consider the future in dark colors of future disasters, failures and surprises - unpleasant for most. Works of this kind, called warning works or anti-utopias, might be necessary if, next to the images of misfortune, we showed how to avoid or, at least, how to get out of threatening pitfalls when preparing the future for humanity.

It can be considered that a number of science fiction as belonging to the other pole of the anti-utopia - this will include short stories to quite large novels - in which the communist future happiness is reached. Similarly, people of the communist era globally suffer from deficiencies hardly less painful than those we - their imperfect ancestors – are suffering, and where the future hero is unbalanced, rude, talkative and tastelessly ironic, much like the right to be ignorant and rude in our time.

The two future representational poles meet in this area ignorant of Marxist dialectic study of historical processes and their lack of faith in man.

In my novel, I wanted to respond to such works and at the same time follow the three most important precepts of Lenin that have escaped, surprisingly, those who create the models of future society on Earth.

The unimaginable complexity of the world and matter, which we are only beginning to grasp in the second half of the twentieth century and which Lenin warned us about three quarters of a century ago, require a gigantic work for real progress in knowledge.

The transition to a classless communist society and the full realization of the dream of the founders of Marxism jumping "a leap from the realm of impossible to the kingdom of freedom" are not simple, and require that each person shares great discipline and a high sense of responsibility. Finally, it is more than ever now time to recall the recommendation Lenin made the writer of science fiction A. A. Bogdanov show the plundering of natural resources and the nature of our planet by the capitalist economy.

In "The Hour of the Bull," I represented a planet on which was installed a group of Earthlings. They start the struggle of the pioneers of Western America, but on a higher technical basis. The incredible speed of population growth and the capitalist economy have led to the exhaustion of the planet and a massive mortality due to hunger and disease. The political team on the ravaged planet must naturally be oligarchic. To build a similar model of government, I extended in the future trends of the fascist gangsters’ monopoly of America and some other countries, eager to preserve the "freedom" of private enterprise on a base that is deeply nationalistic.

It is understood that the purpose of my book is neither science nor technology of the distant future nor the strange civilizations of infinitely distant worlds. The main purpose of my book is to represent the people of the future Earth, raised in a communist society existing for centuries, and show the contrast between them and those like them, but who were raised in the oppression and tyranny of oligarchy of another planet.

If I could - if only to a small extent - encourage, and thereby help those building the future - our youth - to move forward to achieve communist perfection tomorrow, the spiritual uplifting of humanity, then, my work has not been in vain.

August 1968.
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DI QIU SHI FA XIAN ZAI NIU

The Earth was born at the time of the bull (that is to say at the time of the devil, at two in the morning).

(Old Russian-Chinese dictionary of the Innocent. Beijing Bishop, 1909).

Prologue

* * *

The last school year has started at the third cycle school. After it was over, the students had a three-year period of Herculean feats, when they would work on selected tasks under the guidance of selected instructors.

In preparation for independent work, the girls and boys took an increased interest in the history of mankind on Earth and compared it with many other civilizations of the distant worlds of the Great Circle.

Azure blue windows with opalescent upper panes opened. Behind them, the lapping of the waves and the rustle of the breeze in the leaves, the eternal music of nature, inviting quiet contemplation, sounded almost inaudibly. Silence in the classroom, thoughtful bright eyes...

The teacher has just finished the lecture.

He noiselessly lowered the curtains over the large screens, pressed a button, and the stereo projector of the tele-videophone slid under the lectern. Then he sat down and watched with fondness the concentrated faces before him. He knew that the moment of silence would soon be replaced by questions, the more inquisitive, the more deeply the young people were impressed by the outlined picture of history. The teacher was waiting for their questions, trying to guess what the students were most interested in today and what they might not have understood from his lecture... Maybe the psychology of humanity from the end of the Disunity epoch...?

Or the terrible mob psychoses that led to the destruction of culture and the slaughter of the best people?

The teacher's thoughts were interrupted when a boy and a girl stood up at two different tables at the same time. They looked at each other with astonished eyes, and immediately the boy raised his hand, palm up, as was customary when asking questions.

"Does this mean," began the youth, "that all historical experience confirms the inevitable victory of the higher forms over the lower, both in the development of nature and in its vicissitudes?"

"That's right, Lark, except in rare cases where by some strange coincidence the development deviates from the usual boundaries of the dialectical process," replied the teacher.

"Like, for example, on Zirda, where only black poppies grow on the dead rubble?" Puna asked, stretching her short figure.

"Or other planets discovered much later," added the teacher. "They have a massive layer of azure atmosphere, clear seas and clean rivers, warm suns, simply everything that is necessary for life. And yet there the winds blow over the dead sands.

The sound of the wind, the gusts of the storm, or the roar of the sea surf are the only sounds that disturb the silence of the vast void.

Thinking life senselessly destroyed itself and all living things here, as soon as it uncovered the power of atomic and cosmic energy."

"We repopulated those planets, didn't we?"

"Yes, but what does it matter to those whose traces turned to dust millions of years ago, leaving nothing to tell us how and why they destroyed themselves and all life on their own planet!"

Ajoda slipped between the tables, a quiet girl whose reticence concealed at the same time strong inner emotions. The whole class agreed that Ajoda was similar to the prehistoric girls of South Asia who wore razor-sharp daggers in their hair or behind their waists and knew how to use them fearlessly to defend their honor.

“I've just read about dead civilizations in our Galaxy,” she said in an alto voice, “that weren't exterminated, didn't destroy themselves, but are just dead. The research of similar planets can sometimes bring invaluable experience to humanity in the struggle for freedom from the bonds of nature, which often lasted millions of years. But at other times, the exploration of extinct civilizations is as dangerous as the dismantling of ancient warehouses with destructive weapons, still found here and there on our planet. I would like to devote my whole life to such research," added the girl quietly.

"I think we're ducking the question Lark asked," said the teacher.

"Puna asked imprecisely," the stocky black-haired Kimi stood up and looked around at his classmates, many of whom were eager to speak and not jumping up and down in sheer impatience. "Should we understand it in the way that there can only be two possibilities in the development of society? Either a transition to a higher communist establishment or a general demise? Are there not planets whose inhabitants have a different social system and yet have reached a high level of civilization and have not perished as a result of premature knowledge? If the development law applies in general, it must necessarily have exceptions. How many are there?”

The teacher thought for about a minute, his eyes fixed on the semi-translucent green panel of the department, where all kinds of information and numerical data were ignited during the lectures.

The amazing history of the planet Tormance was a sensation preserved in the memory of the older generation. Of course, his young students also knew her, because many books, films and songs were created about the Dark Flame starship epic. Thirteen heroes of the great event are immortalized in a statue of sparkling redstone on the small plateau of Revat, the place from which the starship set out on its journey.

The class waited in silence. Pupils of higher grades had sufficient training in patience and self-control. Both qualities were a necessary prerequisite for any young person to begin successfully performing the feats of Hercules.

"Did you mean planet Tormance?" the teacher finally began.

"We know her after all!" the students answered in unison. "And how many more were there, similar?"

"I can't tell you that without detailed information," the teacher smiled almost helplessly. "I am an Earth historian, and I only know the civilizations of other planets in general terms. I don't need to remind you that in order to reveal the complex historical process of alien worlds it is necessary to penetrate very deeply into the nature of their economy and social psychology. Otherwise, we would not be different from our ancestors, who often acted rashly and without mature consideration. I told you about the planets that perished through their own foolishness. But there were worlds whose inhabitants did not kill each other, and yet there rational life ended, as they said in ancient times, ¸the natural way. The thinking branch of life died out on them, just as individual species of animals inevitably die out, and so does man, if he underestimates the knowledge of biological phenomena in their historical development. The Great Circle will then populate the extinct planets with new inhabitants who are best adapted to life in the conditions of the new world. But it won't happen until the death signal rings through the circuit, announcing that not a single member of the original civilization lives on the planet mentioned.”

"After all, we don't even know the history of Tormance properly," pointed out the coy Kunti. "We've all read about her, of course, but I'm sure we'll understand her a lot better now that we've studied Earth's history."

"All the more so since the planet is inhabited by descendants of Earthlings and all the processes of its social development are analogous to ours," agreed the teacher. "That is a good idea. I will ask the House of History to lend us the full text of the memory machine recording of the Tormance expedition. We have to prepare for the screening. Make arrangements with the placement office to release you from other lectures. And one of you who is passionate about cosmophysics, like Kimi, will prepare a paper for tomorrow on the first beam star flights, so that you understand the equipment and the work of the crew on the Dark Flame. Then we drive to the Revat platform, to the monument built in honor of the expedition. Only then will you fully understand what happened then from the recording.”

Two days later, the students of the last year of the SP ŠC-401 school were happily settling down under the transparent dome of the giant car of the Spiral Railway. As soon as the train picked up speed, Kimi appeared in the main corridor and announced that he was ready to give his paper. There were vigorous protests. The students proved that they could not concentrate, because the view on both sides is extremely interesting. The teacher finally pacified everyone by advising them to listen to a lecture halfway through the train, when the train crossed a four hundred kilometer wide fruit belt, a two hour journey.

As soon as the unfathomable, geometrically regular rows of fruit trees appeared in the places of the former desert steppe of the Deccan, Kimi installed a small projector in the corridor and accompanied his explanation with color pictures. He talked about the fact that only the discovery of the spiral shape of the universe helped people to solve the problem of interstellar flights over infinite distances.

Mathematicians already knew about the bipolar arrangement of the world in the Disunity epoch, but the physicists of that time complicated the whole matter with naive ideas about antimatter.

"Just imagine!" Kimi exclaimed. “They believed that a change in the surface charge of a particle would turn the normal matter of our world into antimatter, and that their collision must necessarily result in complete annihilation! They looked at the blackness of the night sky, and they could not explain it, they could not even understand that the real anti-world was right here next door, black, impenetrable, undetectable by the instruments aimed at the phenomena of our bright world...”

“Don't be afraid, Kimi,” the teacher interrupted the young man, “you're making a mistake judging your ancestors so badly. It was during the period of the Disunity that science became the leading force of society. And also then, similar unfair judgments about scientific predecessors were spread. But their 'mistakes' depended on the scientific level of the time in which they lived. Just try to imagine for a moment that they were discovering hundreds of elementary particles of the microworld and didn't even know that they were all just different aspects of motion in different planes of the anisotropic structure of spacetime.”

“Really?” Kimi's face went red.

The teacher nodded and the embarrassed boy continued with his report, but with much less enthusiasm: “The anti-world, the black world, has been designated by scientists in code language as Tamas, after the ocean of internal energy in ancient Indian philosophy. It is in every way opposed to our world and therefore absolutely imperceptible to our senses. Only recently, for the first time, it was possible to register the outer contours of Tamas with special instruments, which are as if turned upside down compared to the usual terrestrial ones. We do not know if there are similar constellations and planetary systems in it as in our world, called Shakti. But according to the laws of dialectics, the movement of matter should exist even there.”

“It's hard to imagine, but the 'invisible sun of Tamas' certainly sounds interesting!” Rer burst into the paper.

"And an invisible planet, inhabited by beings who, like us, desire to penetrate the bottomless reaches of our universe!" came Yvette's voice from the back row.

“And entire star systems, galaxies with negative gravity, with negative properties of gravitational fields where ours are positive, with dead stillness instead of our movement. Everything completely reversed!” joined Ajoda, leaning her elbows on the soft window apron.

“Not to forget the galaxies. Their classical forms were already known to the first inventors of telescopes," continued Kimi, "but it took several centuries before they began to understand them as a real reflection of the cosmic structure; like threads, or more correctly, like stripes of our world, permeated by bands of Tamas and twisted with it into an endless spiral. It turned out that light and other radiations never spread through space in a straight line, but that they twist into a spiral, the coils of which loosen more and more with increasing distance from the observer. The pulsation of light waves and their shortening when penetrating into the depths of the spiral, as well as the apparent dispersion of stars and galaxies in the most distant coils, were explained. Scientists also solved the Lorentz equation with its relative disappearance of time and accretion of matter at the speed of light. And in the next step, they understood the zero space as the boundary between the world and the anti-world, between the world of Shakti and Tamas, where the opposite points of space, time and energy balance and neutralize each other. Even null space has a spiral shape, similar to both worlds, but...” The young man paused. “I still can't imagine how the ability to move around in it, to reach almost instantly any point anywhere in space, arises. I learned approximately that the beam starship does not move in a spiral like light, but across, in the direction of its longitudinal axis, and uses the anisotropy of space. It seems as if the starship is standing still in time and the entire spiral is rotating around it...” Kimi blushed and shook his head helplessly to the general laughter of his classmates.

"You're repaying Kimi badly," the teacher raised his hand in displeasure. “The new map of the universe still has many places that are only accessible to the mathematical touch of individual phenomena.” The teacher looked at the silent students and added, “Kimi didn't say one more important thing. Regions of negative gravity in outer space have been known for a long time. But it was only three centuries ago that it was discovered that they are actually chasms from our world to zero space. Once upon a time, interstellar ships of alien civilizations, not adapted for movement in negative gravity, disappeared without a trace in them. A beam starship is exposed to far greater danger. At the slightest error in balancing the gravitational fields, it risks slipping into either our Shakti space or the anti-space of Tamas. Returning from Tamas is impossible. We simply do not know what is happening there with our objects: if there is immediate annihilation, or if all active processes suddenly stop and the starship turns into a mountain of absolutely dead mass. So now you can imagine how huge a risk it was to start the Dark Flame. However, people dared to do it. The possibility of penetrating in a single moment to a designated bob anywhere in space was worth all the risks. After all, not so long ago something similar was just a fantasy. There seemed to be no way to solve the problem that lay like a curse on all the civilizations of the Great Circle, which until now could only recognize each other on the screens of the Outer Stations.

“Three hundred years have passed since then. The most distant cosmic worlds are at our fingertips today. In practice, however, the journey does not take just a moment. We have to factor in the time required to penetrate null space, as well as the time taken by complex calculations to determine the exit point. And also the approach maneuver means a delay, since the starship has to use ordinary anamesonian engines and sublight speeds. But what is two or three months of work compared to the millions of light-years that would be required if we had to traverse cosmic distances by the usual spiral path as light, if we did not have a straight beam star flight! Even the speed difference between a turtle and a normal starship is nothing against him!”

As if to illustrate the teacher's words, the train entered a long tunnel. An opal light came on in the car, shading the opaque darkness outside the window. And then suddenly it shone and an immeasurable plain opened, overgrown with silver grass.

Whirlwinds of air swirled widely to the sides, raised by the violent movement of the wagons. A bright blue streak in the distance marked the prehistoric terraced mountains, between which lay the Revat Plateau towards the Indian Ocean. It was quite close to the station, and to reach it the young travellers needed nothing more than their own legs, sufficiently trained in walking and running.

The distant ridge could only be guessed by the shades of the sky and the setting sun. The grass cut into the pilgrims' bare feet and made their skin itch, the wind fanned their backs with dry heat. Rising air currents surrounded the chain of flat hills like a shimmering wall. As they climbed to the pass, the young people froze in surprise.

An unexpected forest of giant redwoods covered the center of the plateau. Thirty-four wide paths, according to the number of the main vectors of the Great Circle, branched out from the forest to the slopes of the surrounding hills of brown-red basalt, whose vertical walls were covered with bas-reliefs. The students did not look at them and headed along the main white stone path to the forest. Only two round columns of black granite marked the entrance. Beneath the high branches of the redwoods, the blinding sunlight faded and the rustling of the wind ceased. The inexorable power of the giant tribes forced the disciples to soften their step and lower their voices, as if they had entered a mysterious realm far from the entire world. They exchanged excited and curious glances, expecting something extraordinary.

But when they entered the main plain, under the previous unrelenting heat of the sky, the monument of the Dark Flame seemed too plain.

The model of the space humans took the form of a semi-circular dome of dark green metal, and the ball was divided by a wide, straight crack, as if cut by a colossal sword. Statues of people were set up around the base under the circular projection. The base of the monument was a tightly coiled spiral of bright, mirror-like metal embedded in black stone.

The number of characters was different for each of the separate parts. Five on the west side, eight on the east side. The pupils quickly understood the clear symbolism.

"It is death that stands between the astronauts who perished on Tormance and those who have returned to Earth," whispered Ajoda, pale.

The teacher hung his head in silence.

* * *

CHAPTER I

Planet Tormance

* * *

"In my report, I tried to justify why I consider the expedition to Tormance to be very important. Let me conclude by mentioning how the planet got its name. In ancient times, still in the Disunity era, Arthur Lindsay wrote a fantastic novel about a journey to one of the planets in the constellation Arcturus. It was actually a myth about a planet where all the sins of mankind were concentrated. Her name was Tormance, which in the language of the time meant, Suffering'.

“The book aroused the admiration of the world public, mainly thanks to the author's inexhaustible imagination. For our generation, it was just one of many ancient, long-forgotten tales.

“But when, seventy-two years ago as you all know we received a report from the Great Circle about a strange red sun planet in the constellation Rysa, the historian Kin Ruch remembered the prehistoric myth and called the new planet Tormance."

Fai Rodis's alto voice trailed off, and the Astronautics Council hall fell silent for a moment. Then a skinny man with a rebelliously sticking-out red mane appeared on the stand. The whole Earth knew him well. Not only as a direct descendant of the excellent mathematician Reno Boz, who miraculously did not perish in an experiment with directed radiation, but also as a theorist for the navigation of beam star flights. People who have seen Ren Boz's monument have claimed that Vel Cheg is very similar to his great-grandfather.

“The calculations are complete and do not contradict the hypothesis that Fai Rodis expressed here. Despite the colossal distance of Tormance, it is quite possible that the three starships that left Earth at the end of the Disunity epoch could have reached the planet.

“We can assume that from the region of negative gravity the fugitives fell into zero space, and from there, naturally, they slid back, passing hundreds of parsecs in a single moment. With the complete ignorance of astronavigation, the destruction of the star flight was inevitable, but by pure chance, in the very place where they emerged from zero space, there was a planet with similar properties to our Earth. Today we know that planets of our type are not unusual and are found in every star system with several orbits.

“So there would be nothing unusual about that. But a planet in galactic latitudes, where there are few stars, that is an exceptional event. In ancient times, it was said that fools wished for luck. And so the enterprise of refugees from Earth, who could not submit to the inevitable course of history, ended successfully.

“They then set out for God's sake to the just-discovered dark star cluster near the Sun, not knowing that the spot, surrounded by a belt of dark matter, is not a complex system of an invisible star, but an abyss, a place where the longitudinal structure of space, surrounding the undulation of Tamas, expands. I once again reviewed the records of the memory machines of the 121st Group of the 26th Information Center of the Great Circle. Descriptions of the inhabitants of Tormance are very sparse.

“The expedition from the constellation Cepheus could only take a few images, from which it can be judged that the Tormans are quite similar to the people who made their desperate attempt many centuries ago. The bipolar probability coefficient is 0.4. The brain of the Total Balance shows on all circuits, yes, with a high index. The Academy of Mountain and Joy also spoke in favor of carrying out the expedition."

Vel Cheg left the tribune and the Council President took his place.

"After the previous arguments, the Council no longer has anything to deal with. We submit to the opinion of the planet!”

The hall responded to the chairman's words with a flood of green lights. The chairman continued: "The council will immediately start organizational work. The most important and most serious will be the selection of astronauts. Dark Flame is our second beam starship. It's not big and we can't send as many people as we need. The starship will be piloted by eight people, none of whom can be replaced, except for the navigators. Five extra people, including the expedition leader, is the maximum that the spacecraft can hold without people being unbearably crowded inside. We regret to admit that our beam starships are still only experimental machines, and the people who drive them are actually explorers of the most dangerous mode of movement in outer space. Every flight, especially into the unknown regions of space, is fraught with mortal risk as it once was...”

A red light flashed three times in one of the upper rows of the hall.

A young man in a wide white cloak stood up.

"Does the danger need to be emphasized? After all, there is an opportunity to connect with beings who are part of humanity, thrown randomly into the infinite distances from the home planet!”

The chairman shook his head.

“You have returned from Jupiter and therefore do not know the details of the planet-wide discussion. If the inhabitants of Tormance are former Earthlings, then their ancestors breathed the same air as us, they have the same genes, the same blood, as they said at the time they left Earth. And if their lives are as difficult as Kin Ruch and his associates assume, then we must hurry. But I remind you again that we must not use forces, we cannot come to them as karate players, or as harbingers of a more perfect world. It would be madness to force them to change their lives. Therefore, the greatest possible tact and very special methods are required in this unusual expedition.”

"What do you expect from this?" asked the man from Jupiter.

"In any case, it is our duty to come to them as physicians for their troubles, whether they arise from ignorance or the bad conditions of the planet," replied the Chairman, and all the members of the Council rose as one man to express their position in unison.

"And what if they don't want to?" objected the Jupiterian.

The chairman replied with distaste: “Contact the Future Foresight Academy. She will already assess the various options. However, we must decide together the commander of the expedition, before the members of the Council break up into individual working groups!”

At the name of Fai Rodis, who was a student of Kino Rucha, historian and expert of the Disunity, the entire hall sparkled with green signals as a sign of approval.

“I think,” the chairman added, before leaving the podium, “that we should select people as young as possible, even for specialized positions in star flight. Youth, with its spontaneity and strong emotions, is much closer to the Disunity era than people of mature age. That's why she could be of good use in the expedition to Tormance.”

The place for launching the Dark Flame was chosen so that as many people as possible could watch the launch. The flat steppe, indented by low hills, on the Revat Plateau in India was ideally suited for the purpose.

The starship had to fly beyond the border of our solar system with anamezon engines, and then at a certain point shield its gravity in our space-time system, so that it found itself on the edge of Tamas in zero space.

Bi-horned activators, magnetic field extended for protection. People on the hills hid behind a metal net and put on special half-masks, reliably covering the ears, nose and mouth with a layer of soft plastic. On the "corners" signals lit up the activator, almost invisible in the light of the tropical morning. The green dome of the huge ship shuddered, jumped ten meters, and froze for the necessary few seconds in which the magnetic damping shafts took full force. The Dark Flame hung in the air and slowly rotated around a vertical axis. A pale shimmering column of anamezon spread below him to the borders of the protective wall.

Just then the starship made a second vertical jump straight up into the sky and was gone.

The unexpectedness, simplicity, and also the nasty cutting whistling were nothing like the thunderous and triumphant launches of ordinary ships. Gigantic and menacing spaceships flew majestically from Earth, proud of their power. But the beam starship disappeared as if it had run away.

The Dark Flame used its magnetic inertial dampers and picked up speed with tremendous leaps that would have been lethal for earlier starships.

Communication with the ship has been lost.

Once the Shakti's space velocity instruments had settled on a normal index, all crew members exited the inertial chamber and dispersed to their seats.

In the flattened spheroid of the control cabin, suspended in the center of the starship's dome, only the ship's commander, Grif Rift, Fai Rodis, and Div Simbel remained. Data about the orientation of the star flight in Shakti space jumped and changed in rapid succession, the electronic brain of the course panel immediately received and processed them. Div Simbel turned the levers at lightning speed with deft movements, deliberately creating obstacles, disturbances and distortion of gravity curves to test the reaction of all mechanisms in unforeseen circumstances. Finally, four stars lit up in the control window and the vibration of the starship stopped. The Dark Flame took a course.

The engineer engaged the piloting equipment and watched the stability dial without moving.

Fai Rodis and Grif Rift silently stood on the disk mounted in the cabin floor and went down to the next compartment of the ship.

Here, the two astronauts, together with Sol Sajin, worked diligently on entry and exit point calculations. Both results had to be completed simultaneously, as the starship glided along the edge of Tamas in zero space for only the very short time required for the turns to enter and exit. When passing through zero space, Shakti time did not exist. The accuracy of calculation for navigation of this kind was beyond imagination, and until recently seemed unattainable.

Only the discovery of the cascade correlation method made it possible to determine the place of exit from zero space with an accuracy of up to half a billion kilometers. Almost at the same time, devices for "feeling" gravitational fields were constructed, so that the catastrophes that would occur if a starship collided with a star or other dangerous cluster of matter when exiting zero space could be ruled out.

Vir Norin and Menta Kor were currently feeding the machines preliminary calculations made by the gigantic institutes on Earth to translate them into the specific conditions at the starship's annihilation site. The work was not rushed, but also could not be put off.

The time limit was forty-three days.

Fai Rodis waved goodbye to Rift and headed down the soft tread to her cabin, located with the others around the perimeter of the second deck. Her presence was not necessary anywhere. The crew of the starship and the specialists who had been preparing for the expedition for months did not need the slightest instructions for their daily work. If nothing special happens, Fai has all the time to herself. Especially since most of the work was far beyond her competence. The fiber silicone padded door automatically opened and closed again as Fai entered. She increased the air supply to the cabin and directed it to her favorite scent of the sun-drenched African steppes. The walls of the cabin rustled faintly, as if a savanna really spread around, rocked by the wind.

Fai sat down on the low couch, thought for a moment, then slid onto the white rough-woven rug in front of the magnetic table. Among the things clinging tightly to its surface stood a small diorama, set in an oval gilded frame.

Rodis moved an invisible lever, the little thing suddenly gained spatial depth and glowed with rich natural colors. Above the sloping bluish plain flew a fragile machine, like an irregularly jagged slab with warped struts and a dusty surface. Two young people were standing on it, holding on to a kind of lever. A young man with sharply cut features was hugging a Mongolian-type girl around the waist.

Her black pigtails were blowing in the wind and her hand was raised as if she was giving some sign or waving goodbye. The bleak, sparsely vegetated plain sloped down into an invisible chasm shrouded in a blanket of thick yellow clouds.

Rodis received the strange item from her teacher Kino Ruch, who definitively revealed the infernality of the past.

Fai came to him as a twenty-five-year-old scientist.

It had always seemed to her that she had enough ability in her for the difficult field of ancient monohistory; It was then that Kin Ruch suggested that she study the Disunity era. And today, fifteen years later, she leads an unusual expedition to an unimaginably distant world, which is said to be at a similar stage of social development as Earth once was at the end of the Disunity epoch. She must face the other world face to face, but not as a disinterested observer whose task it is to watch, study and bring to the home planet the materials obtained.

After all, Fai was not chosen because of her meager scientific achievements, but as an ambassador of the Earth, as a woman of the United Hands era, who with her tact, emotional depth and tenderness can bring the message of her happy and joyful life to the descendants of the mother planet.

Fai Rodis turned off the diorama. Right now, as the starship was hurtling towards an unknown fate, she saw the young flying girl as her mate. How determined she stood before falling into the abyss, her hand raised in a vague gesture. Even Rodis will soon face the deadly dangerous alien world of Tormance. And her comrades will expect a decisive sign from her.

She turned a lever under the couch cushion and part of the cabin wall turned into a mirror. She studied her face in it for about a minute, trying to find common features with the young girl's tragic expression. But the firm, regular face of the mature woman of the United Hands era, with ideally modeled strong bones, looming under firm muscles and flawless skin, was very noticeably different from the half-childish expression of the girl from the Disunity era, even though the feelings of both were probably similar.

The premonition of difficulty and the fear of the success of the expedition deepened the grave look in Fai Rodis's green eyes and accentuated the unyielding, hard-cut lips.

Fai opened her eyes wide and tried to imitate the girl's gesture with her hand, but the reflection in the mirror sounded pathetic and ridiculous.

Rodis gave a short laugh, removed the mirror, threw off her clothes and lay down on the sofa. She relaxed her whole body and fixed her gaze on the bluish orb above her head, from which an almost imperceptible glow emanated. She lay motionless like that for about three hours, until a yellow dot lit up in a system of concentric circles on the ceiling and a faint tone sounded. Then she did a few gymnastic exercises, and in a few more minutes she stood in front of the mirror quite a different woman. She looked sterner and tougher in a soft tight spacesuit and a short, slicked-back hairstyle. She slipped a heavy signaling bracelet on her left arm and stepped out of the cabin.

In a circular room below the pilot spheroid and the computing machines, the members of the expedition gathered. The dials of the spare instruments vibrated and at the same moment Menta Kor and Div Simbel slipped into the hall through the opening in the ceiling.

A soft B minor melody was played to indicate that the protection of the electronic links was working normally. The starship no longer required the slightest handling and sailed according to the given course towards the galactic pole.

The expectant silence forced Fai Rodis to immediately proceed to the most difficult task. She had to determine which of the crew members would disembark after landing on the alien planet and which group would remain permanently on the ship. It began by showing the images given to the Circle by the expedition from Cepheus. In a normal way, the images would have reached the Earth only in a third and a half millennium, if the beam star flight from the planets in the constellation Dragon had not crossed our part of the Galaxy and delivered the messages to the 26th section of the Great Circle.

The Cepheus expedition only circled the planet Tormance twice, and when they were not cleared to land, they took an overall picture of the planet and its inhabitants based on captured television broadcasts.

The red sun of Tormance, an ordinary star to an Earthly observer, was in the constellation Lynx, that is, in the dark, star-poor region of high galactic latitudes.

No one even thought that the inhabitants of the Earth could permanently settle in that bottomless space. But the images from the Circle ruled out any doubt. The inhabitants of Tormance resembled Earthlings perfectly.

The color of their skin was hard to judge. She was probably no different from the darker types of Earth's inhabitants. The narrow elongated eyes seemed impenetrably dark, the slightly raised eyebrows at the base of the nose gave their faces a slightly tragic expression. Anthropologists found features of Mongoloid flattening in the profiles of the Tormans, and the short stature and weak body structure also resembled people from the end of the Disunity epoch.

The surface of the planet, taken between gaps in the cloud cover, was not Earth-like. It was more comparable to the planet Green Sun. The pointer of the radial probe revealed to the experienced view of the planetographers that the depth of the Torman Seas was much smaller compared to the Earth's oceans.

The layer of the Torman atmosphere was apparently as thick as on Earth. The purple Sun irradiated the planet, whose axis was identical to the line of the orbit, and the convection was distributed evenly over its entire surface.

"If the vegetation here and the composition of the atmosphere are similar to ours and if there are no special disease-causing organisms, then it is easy to live on this planet," Tor Lik broke the silence. "Apparently there are no violent climate changes, residual radiation, earthquakes, hurricanes and other catastrophic phenomena that we have had to overcome on Earth for so long."

"You're probably right," Grif Rift agreed. “But why Tormance? Maybe the situation on the planet is not so bad after all, and the teacher of Fai Rodis just resurrected an ancient myth. It was said that he named the planet too hastily, based only on preliminary data. The orbital demographic profiles of the Cepheus expedition show a population of fifteen billion. The cycle of water masses and the nature of the planet's surface exclude the possibility of biological prosperity with such a huge number of people. Starvation can only be prevented if the planet has discovered or through the Circle accepted scientific knowledge about the production of synthetic food. However, they did not connect with the Great Circle, and the fact that the entire planet refused to accept foreign star flight and no one else answered the call of the Cepheans, this is evidence of a centralized power that controls powerful transmitters, but does not allow anyone to use them, except in exceptional cases.”

“We can discuss theories later. We become Tormance' orbiter and can observe life on the planet.” said Fai Rodis. "We will now split into two groups. Everyone has a lot of work to do, whether they stay as a starship patrol or step onto the planet's soil.”

"And what if they won't let us land either?" Div Simbel asked.

"I've thought of a way to give us access to the planet," Fai replied.

“Who will you recall from star flight?” Sol Sajin asked.

"In addition to me and three specialists, that is, Chedi, Tivisy and Tora, we need a doctor, a technologist and a first-class specialist in calculations, who would also master the methods of stochastics. Gen Atal will go as a technologist, Neja Cholli will take over his duties for the space protection of the ship. The first astronavigator Vir Norin will be the accountant, and we only have one doctor."

“Thank you, Fai.” Evisa blew the commander an air kiss.

Vir Norin just nodded happily, keeping his eyes on Fai Rodis. A light blush colored his cheeks, pale from the past months of hard work in the tight confines of starship.

Gen Atal pursed his thin lips tightly and a deep vertical line settled between his eyebrows.

"What about me?" cried Olla Dez in displeasure. "I prepared for the ascent and I feel in the best shape. I thought I could fulfill two tasks: work scientifically, and at the same time show the Tormantian plastic dances...”

“You will surely show them off, Olla,” Fai Rodis objected, “on our starship's screen. But we need you here as a liaison for personal work and for remote recording. Besides, if all goes well, each of us will be guests at Tormance.”

"But for now the worst can be expected," Olla shuddered.

"The worst, yes, but not all," Fai said.

* * *

CHAPTER II

On the edge of the abyss

* * *

"Chedi, come with us, let's dance a little," the astronavigator Menta Kor invited the young sociologist. "Work went well for us today, we started the last cochlear program. But they are all worn out with vexation and internal tension.”

“Very well, but first I have to get a partner. I'll call Grif Rift,” and Chedi grabbed the dial of her signal bracelet.

Menta Kor covered her dial with her hand.

"It is unnecessary. He just went to the porch.” The astronavigator was embarrassed. “Why would we disturb Rift? I have the impression that he is thinking about very important issues.”

“That's why we have to distract him. You probably don't know what he went through some time ago. For Grif had lost the woman he loved. She perished while exploring an ancient biological poison warehouse. The entire event claimed only one human life. But for Rift, that very life was the most precious of all.”

Chedi Daan approached the elevator, the doors of which promptly opened in front of her. The space under the dome around the spheroid with the control cabin was called a "veranda". It was used for resting and walking, but it was also used as a gym. And already there, the exuberant people were running around and thrashing Tivis Henako and Tore Lik at breakneck speed.

Chedi saw Rift leaning against the railing, his gaze fixed on the silvery surface of the tank. They filled the tank with a rearranged isotope of thallium, which was non-toxic and non-volatile.

Gymnasts used the pool for difficult exercises in both normal and increased gravity conditions.

The girl led the engineer downstairs. Even the sullen Star flight Commander smiled involuntarily as he gazed down upon her rosy face from his height. They danced slowly and silently. Chedi could feel Rift's stiffness slowly disappearing; his movements loosened.

"In a few days, the astronauts will have all the numbers and data together. Then you get to work—” Chedi sighed. "They say nothing is more terrifying than entering zero space. Maybe that..."

“I'll find a place for you in the control cabin. There is a small chair behind the speedometer radiator. After all, a sociologist needs to see the roots of the universe, cruel and murderous for life, which flies through its black abysses like a seagull in a night storm."

"But it flies!"

"Yes, and therein lies the greatest mystery of life and its meaninglessness. Matter that generates the power to understand its own essence and accumulates information about itself! A viper bitten by its own tail!”

"You speak like an ancient man who had to live a limited and miserable life without the joy of knowledge."

"We are all as limited and miserable as we were thirty thousand years ago once we find ourselves face to face with an unforgiving universe."

"I don't believe it. I don't think it's terrible. Not even the complete disappearance of such a tiny drop of life as, for example, me. Although..."

"But do you know how terrible the word 'never' is and how hard it is to reconcile with it? It is unbearable, and I believe it always has been. Ever since man began to relive the past in his memory and imagine the future.”

Chedi Daan looked excitedly at the engineer's face and gently caressed his large hand.

"Let's go!" Grif Rift said shortly, leading the girl to the second deck to his cabin. He turned on the gray light used to project the color correlations and pushed aside the light panel in the wall.

A life-size plastic image of a young woman appeared.

She sat in a loose white dress, her bare arms folded on her knees, and her face, framed by carefully combed fair hair, was tilted back slightly. A rounded smooth forehead, thin eyebrows and mischievous eyes formed a harmonious whole with smiling full lips. Several rows of pink pearls wrapped around her slender neck, falling to a deeply exposed chest, as was the fashion a few years ago. It was as if a fairy-tale creature had flown into the cabin of the starship to give the astronauts that special feeling of realization of happiness that only very young people are capable of when spring comes to Earth with all its fragrances, sun and fresh wind.

With that feeling, Chedi quietly left the cabin as Grif turned off the stereo portrait and stood there motionless and speechless in the dim half-light. Tears welled up in the girl's eyes, her throat tightened with regret and she thought to herself: What is happening to you, girl? After all, you act like a woman from the time of the Disunity, who became sensitive to any suffering! What good will it do you on the hard days when you dive into life on Tormance? Chedi decided a long time ago that she would not appear on the planet as a guest, that she would not instruct anyone.

She wanted to appear there as an ordinary Torman woman, she did not want to be different, but to fit in and get lost in the crowd of people she saw in the pictures taken by Cefeana. Fai Rodis approved her intention, she only set the condition that the matter would be decided definitively only at Tormance.

Grif Rift delivered on its promise. Chedi sank deeply into the chair. All seats in the control cabin were occupied. In the middle of the semi-circular counter sat Grif Rift, to the right a short distance behind him was Div Simbel, resembling a stone statue. Sol Sajin on the left stared with narrowed eyes at the top row of screens.

The muscles in his thin face stood out noticeably, a deep crease under his chin running from one cheek to the other. The two astronavigators, whose impassive gaze was to prove that they had done everything in their power, took their seats behind the left end of the counter. From her seat, Chedi could see the profile of Fai Rodis, who was sitting in the "guest" chair, two meters behind the engineer.

The leader of the expedition looked completely calm on the outside. But the sensitive sociologist could not be fooled, she recognized that Rodis was upset.

She is also experiencing this for the first time, Chedi thought and looked back at the closed door. Except for Gen Atal, the entire crew was in the biological containment chamber, where Neja Cholli and Evisa Tanet were in charge. Gen Atal sat alone in the tight space under the dome above the control cabin, where the curves of power stresses, heat distortions, and reflectors of spherical condensations outside the field converged like a pole. To Chedi's inflamed imagination, the space defense engineer seemed like an ancient warrior, hidden behind a shield and ready to parry every blow from the enemy.

And she was actually right. But instead of a sword handle, the engineer's fingers gripped the levers of far more powerful weapons.

Three chords of the Protection of Electronic Connections suddenly rang out into the silence. Grif turned to Sol Sajin and gave him some sort of sign. The sounds fell silent, and there was a silence so profound that when the spherical screens lit up, they seemed to ring directly under the onslaught of the dazzling brightness of the stars from the galactic center to the left. To the right, along the outer coil of our Galaxy, stretched the crooked threads with the fleeting points of individual suns.

At Grif Rift's next command, Div Simbel turned the starship around.

Wildly jagged nebulae of luminous gas, clouds of dark matter irradiated by a spherical cluster of compact fire, and long threads of scattered light in the Swan slowly disappeared from the front screens. The blackness of the cosmic night enveloped everything around and pushed the dull flames of distant stars and galaxies into the infinite distance. It meant that the starship had turned "bow!" to the constellation Lynx and was approaching the repagule, the boundary dividing the transition between world and antiworld, between Shakti and Tamas, which were interpenetrating each other.

Div Simbel spun a small red wheel, mounted on a cone protruding from the counter. The starship shuddered, the slight acceleration pushed Chedi deep into the chair. The bottom edges of the screens flashed as the neutrino funnel began to work to dampen the star's heat. Grif Rift clicked, and a shrill signal echoed throughout the starship.

Both Chedi and Fai shivered as the screens lit up with a pale blue flame. Both women instinctively covered their eyes with their hands until they got used to the alternating azure and dark blue swirling around the dome of the starship at breakneck speed. It became dark in the control cabin, as if she had plunged into a dark lake, tipped with a chalice of rotating streams of light.

The four giant round scales gradually lit up.

They were placed on a vertical bar that separated the two screens in the middle of the counter. Grif Rift nodded aside to Div Simbel and the piloting engineer hastily turned the red wheel back.

Chedi Daan guessed before she felt the rotation of the spheroid. The dials flashed in a flood of orange lights, their huge arrows moving to the left and bouncing confusedly, right up, right down. Grif bent over the counter and his hands, illuminated only by the glare from the dials, swung over the instrument keys with the alertness of a musical virtuoso. The pointer arrows slowly leveled off, their irregular shaking gradually stopped, and darkness began to creep into the screens on the right side. It was not the nocturnal darkness of Earth, filled with the air and smells and sounds of life. Not even the blackness of cosmic space, giving the impression of infinite emptiness. Something that could not be influenced by feelings or reason, that did not have even one of the usual human characteristics and was not at all subject to abstract definition, was creeping onto the starship. It was neither matter nor space, void nor cloud. It was something incomprehensible, in which human perceptions inevitably sank, but which at the same time they resisted with all their might with a feeling of the deepest horror.

Chedi Daan, gripped by primitive fear, gritted her teeth and convulsively pressed herself into the chair. She was shaking all over.

Then she fixed her gaze on the long, hard face of Grif Rift, frozen in front of his instruments. The four giant dials above his head now glowed with a dull yellow light. The arrows began to move away from each other two upwards, two downwards and approached a vertical line. As soon as they touched her, the starship shook violently. For a fraction of a second, an unforgettable grandiose theater appeared before Chedi's eyes.

To the left, just by the vertical panel of dials, swirled streaks of fire, orbs, and clouds of stars with dagger-sharp rays, while the right side was engulfed in total darkness.

And suddenly everything went out. Chedi felt that she was falling unstoppably into a bottomless abyss from which there was no escape, and then she began to lose consciousness. She felt as if the nerves in her whole body were exploding, and from the unbearable feeling of inner torment she began to scream hysterically. In reality, however, she was only moving her lips inaudibly. It seemed to her that her entire essence was evaporating like a drop of water. And immediately after that, she was paralyzed by the icy cold in the depth of the abyss, where she was still falling endlessly...

With the feeling of physicality, Chedi also returned to consciousness. A stream of tonic gas mixture gently fanned her face, drenched in sweat.

For fear of passing out a second time, the girl slowly turned her eyes to the screens on the right. There was nothing on them but a murky void. To the left, where before the blinding power of millions of suns shone from the galactic center, there was also nothing. Chedi met Fai Rodis' gaze, who smiled faintly, but when she saw that the girl wanted to speak, she put a warning finger to her lips.

Grif Rift, Div Simbel and Sol Sajin pushed their chairs together. A low, crystal-clear column now shone in the triangle between their heads and shoulders. Inside, a liquid like mercury pulsed in a barely perceptible spiral. At the slightest slowing or acceleration of its flow, one of the hands on the gigantic dials jumped and a short, sharp whistle sounded from the bottom of the control desk. Each time, the heads of all three astronauts jerked up and down again as the hand returned to its original position.

A strange urgent signal sounded and two arrows deflected simultaneously. A dark spot appeared on the right screen. Chedi knew enough about the new ideas about the organization of the universe to immediately understand that the black body was an outgrowth of Tamas, an anti-world, an anti-gravity, a universe with dark galaxies and invisible suns. She remembered how Fai once sang the song "A moment between light and shadow...”

Really, a moment. A vertical wall with dials represents a partition.

Just a little slip and... Chedi would like to know what Fai was feeling a moment ago. She sits as motionless as the trio of engineers around the crystal column, her eyes fixed on the screens beyond which the gray void yawns. Surely she is also trying to imagine Tamas...?

But Chedi didn't guess Fai Rodis's thoughts. The expedition leader's feelings were much more painful than the young sociologist's because Fai did not lose consciousness. Her strong, magnificently trained body resisted the transition to zero space almost as tenaciously as the bodies of the beam starship pilots.

She recovered quickly and tried to think of her teacher Kin Ruch's study in eastern Canada where she was preparing for the expedition. But even the tough Fai Rodis had to honestly admit that she was shaken by the encounter with the reality of the universe. The fear of reality, which led to the creation of illusions and the distortion of reality, always controlled a person who was not used to fighting the forces of nature in childhood. For even she, perfectly healthy and mentally specially prepared for her task, trembles at this moment before the fundamental structures of the real cosmos. How firm and determined are the faces of their fellows in the fight against the hostile forces of Tamas, in whose dark antispace and antitime, not only man, but also entire galaxies disappear without a trace like grains of sand...!

The crystal pillar suddenly dimmed and a new sound like the chord of a bass string rang out through the cabin. Fai Rodis instinctively understood that the Dark Flame had reached the point of exit from void space. Something strange was happening to her body. Was it falling or rising? Did it expand or contract? She couldn't imagine it. All the usual feelings had vanished from her.

As if she were swimming in the river of oblivion. She didn't feel cold or warm, didn't perceive light or dark, didn't know where she was up and where she was down.

A brain without landmarks disobeyed.

Dull thoughts circled her head monotonously and endlessly repeated. She experienced neither fear nor joy, she did not understand her state, which already contained nascent life, but was still as meaningless as billions of years ago. At that, something unknown broke the closed circle of Fai's thoughts and her consciousness opened again to the outside world. She came back from nothingness...

Fai saw a multitude of beautifully shining stars. But the streaks and spherical formations of burning matter just moved to the bottom left of the screens. Ahead to the right, in the black cosmic darkness, shone the constellation of the Five Red Suns, and a little to the side two more pale stars.

Grif Rift stood up and ran his hands over his face as if to wash away the tiredness. Div Simbel manipulated the dial discs on the control panel. The starship shuddered a few times like a calming animal and went still. An immeasurable deep joy flooded Fai's insides. A similar feeling is experienced by a person when, after a long struggle in a ruinous cave, he sees the blue sky again, feels the warm sun and the fresh smell of grass.

She smiled at Grif, Chedi and the two astronavigators, who were about to take the elevator down to the hall with the computing machines. Gen Atal suddenly appeared in front of the oval door. He moved the green lever and the massive door moved to the right. The space defense engineer approached Chedi at the same time as Grif Rift.

"Done!" said Grif. "The rest is up to the astronauts. Surely they will soon tell us how far from the target we have emerged. What's your opinion, Div?” The engineer pointed to a dim sun about four or five centimeters in diameter, half hidden behind the frame of the screen. Fai hadn't even noticed him before.

“If this is Tormance' sun and it's about the same size as ours, then it's three to four hundred million kilometers away. That's a small thing.”

“And if it's not that, but some other of the five?” asked Sol Sajin.

“Then we will have to travel for a long time... or re-enter zero space, but without the diagram they prepared for us on Earth. That would be bad, but I trust the calculations from our planet and our astronauts. It's not the first time either of them piloted a beam starship,” Div Simbel said calmly.

Chedi Daan lowered her feet carefully onto the elastic floor.

"How are you feeling, Chedi?" Grif asked with concern. “Shouldn't I call Evisa? After all, it was risky to put you to such a test. But I relied on the thorough training of our entire crew.”

“And you weren't wrong!” Chedi straightened up, fighting the weakness in her legs and the flashes in her eyes with all her strength.

The three starship pilots looked at each other approvingly.

The girl answers as if it was quite common for her to pass out twice in a row in such a short period of time.

Chedi caught a mischievous glint in Sol Sajin's dark eyes.

“Why don't you care about Fai Rodis? It was also the first time in zero space."

“No one needed to worry about Fai,” Grif lowered his voice. She stole a glance at Fai Rodis as she left for her cabin.

She sat leaning back in her chair and watched the twinkling glitter of the Red Suns constellation. The young sociologist suddenly remembered a painting she had seen at an exhibition. It represented a bleak landscape of piles of reddish-brown boulders covered in long tufts of cinnamon-colored, seaweed-like plants. The cumulus clouds hung so low above the ground that it seemed as if the firmament rested on a series of ruddy translucent towers like pillars.

A woman in an elaborate space suit could be seen in the foreground of the painting.

The raised visor of the helmet revealed part of her face with the characteristic features of the forehead, the bridge of the nose and prominent eyes.

The girl suddenly knew with certainty that it was Fai. Sure enough, she was there, on the humid planets of the infrared suns!

Chedi had no idea that while she was thinking in her cabin, the author of the picture, otherwise a well-known astronomer, had been sitting for three sleepless nights in the middle of the Caucasus Mountains at a giant telescope.

Magnified a million times, the screen showed five red points in the constellation Rysa. Somewhere, by that insignificant fire, thousands of light years away, the Dark Flame must emerge. And on him the unforgettable Fai Rodis, whose appearance can only be erased from his memory by death...

At the same moment, Grif Rift and Fai also observed the purplish star from the control cabin spheroid. The engineer guessed right. The dim star that looked like a small disk on the screen was the sun of Tormance.

Vir Norin and Menta Kor had already calculated that the starship had to travel three hundred and eighty million kilometers with ordinary anamezon engines. If the braked ship had used only one-tenth of the rectilinear unit P, it would have reached Tormance in exactly three and a half hours. But the acceleration and then the new deceleration of the Dark Flame will consume another thirty hours.

The Dark Flame rushed down the new track with huge leaps.

Even before the advent of beam star flight, normal spaceships with magnetic inertial dampers were called "interstellar kangaroos" because they could pick up speed in such an incredible way.

Div Simbel and Sol Sajin ordered the autopilots so that acceleration, flight and braking occurred in a single cycle.

The entire crew fell into a hypnotic sleep and did not leave the amortization cabins the entire time. No one on the starship except the robots who charted the route and kept the logbook could watch the purple sun grow larger and redder. It grew slowly at first, but then began to approach at a menacing rate, drenching the starship with its heat.

When it reached almost two meters in diameter, it no longer looked like a flat disk, it was a ball of fire with a wide, glowing corona. However, it jumped back just as quickly once the craft passed through the anasterium and assumed the dimensions of the Sun as it appears to observers from Earth.

The starship stopped tracing an exact curve. His speed dropped to a set minimum. In the small separate cabin where Div Simbel and Vir Norin slept, the alarm machines started working. Shortly afterwards, all thirteen crew members gathered in the pilot spheroid and observed the approaching planet: it was the second in order, orbiting the red sun at a smaller distance than Earth did to its parent star. It also had one distant satellite with equatorial rotation. The astronauts were well aware of the pure azure of the home planet, which grows brighter with decreasing distance. Tormance, however, looked dark blue, with a purple tint where the thick cloud cover reflected and scattered the rays of the red sun.

A dark blue orb hung in the black sky, and below it floated a barely discernible ashen disc of the moon.

“Tormance was definitely a third planet once,” Tor Lik said loudly. "The first has apparently already fallen to the red sun a long time ago, as it will happen with our Mercury as well. This star is older...”

The astrophysicist fell silent and stared at the reception screen of the forward locators, where an arc of dots was taking shape.

Grif Rift lunged for the counter, but Olla Dez dodged him and engaged the net. In the elongated window below the locator, rows of vertically placed columns flashed and the translation machine began to repeat the notes DAG without stopping.

"The language of the Circle!" Grif blurted out.

Olla changed the index of the translation machine and now the numbers 02, 02, 02, 02 were running in the reception window... From Tormance came the license plates of the galactic stations of the Great Circle.

They called star flight.

Some incredibly sensitive locators have targeted the approaching Dark Flame and are now speaking to it in a language common to millions of planets of galactic and extragalactic star systems, connected in the Great Circle. Even Galaxy M-31, or the Andromeda Nebula, finally connected the colossal power of reason of its own Circle with ours with the help of beam star flights. And the coded speech, deciphered by the son of Earth, the unforgettable Kam Amat, now sounds in the usual symbols from the planet Tormance!

How wrong Earthly ideas were about this planet!

If Tormans are part of the Great Circle, if they know its language and exchange experiences with their intelligent brethren, then there is no planet of "Suffering".

It is a myth, a fallacy, caused by an accidental misunderstanding.

The thinking of the Cepheans seems to be quite different from that of the inhabitants of the Dragon constellation, who sent a beam starship to the 26th sector, and the Great Orbit station could not verify this when it relayed the message to Earth.

Chedi Daan suddenly felt as if a fresh wind from a distant Earth had swept through her starship. Instead of a long knock on the door, inhospitable, perhaps even hostile planets come as welcome guests. Tormans will certainly understand everything and there is no need to worry about mutual distrust or insults.

Fai Rodis breathed a sigh of relief and shot Grif a cheerful, almost triumphant look.

Readable signals behind the glass of the receiver continued for a set number of minutes. Then followed a long line of other characters.

Immediately afterwards, a non-participating, faintly modulated voice, like the small translation machines on spaceships spoke, slowly spoke: "Everyone, everyone, everyone! We are broadcasting a message for travellers...”

Chedi froze involuntarily and looked back helplessly. Fai quickly bent over the reception and Grif involuntarily clenched the fist in which he was still holding the fingers of the exultant expedition leader.

“... a message to the expedition members from the planet...” here the machine stopped, made a few indistinct noises, and continued indifferently again: “We have placed a galactic coordinate indicator with a warning on a desolate satellite of an inhabited planet. Hear the warning first: 02, 02, 02, 02... Hear the warning!”

"And—ah!" someone sighed in deep disillusionment as the machine fell silent for a moment. “Alert for oxygen-based life! Don't land! The planet is very densely populated by a humanoid civilization that is not a participant in the Great Circle. Technical maturity index around 36. They rejected the request to accept our starship. They don't want visitors from outer space. Don't land on the planet!”

The machine paused again, and then the marks appeared, unimportant to Earthlings who already knew the coordinates. The people stood in silence until the notes and license plates of the Galactic Challenge began to repeat.

"It's clear!" Olla Dez turned off the receiver.

"Yes...," said the astronavigator glumly. “A bomb station on a satellite. It has been working without failure for the third century. The Cepheans were correct”

“Of course, if it weren't for them...,” Olla began.

"Then we wouldn't be here," Sol Sajin laughed dryly.

People were finally moving, starting to talk and trying to hide their disappointment from each other.

“A moment of attention please,” Grif Rift interrupted and turned to Fai Rodis, “What is our plan?”

“Same as before. No changes,” she answered calmly and firmly.

“Is it necessary to fly to the satellite first when the Cephean report confirms that it is deserted?” asked Grif.

"It is necessary. With the experiences we have, we can notice something that the Cepheans could not possibly have understood, and thus could not even notice. Perhaps the circular remains of the equipment of the former Torman civilization, which is only recently in decline. There may have been a far more ancient civilization on the planet, extinct or exterminated by the present-day inhabitants of Tormance, if they are immigrants...”

Grif Rift nodded silently in agreement.

The Dark Flame slowly approached the satellite, and when it had matched its orbital speed with it, it began to orbit a desolate sphere six hundred kilometers above the surface, like Saturn's Midas.

Massive stereo telescopes surveyed the gray surface, furrowed in places by the clefts of chasms and low mountains.

The strips of exposed films were enlarged directly in the cameras to such an extent that even individual stones could be distinguished. But not even a circumnavigation of the moon yielded the slightest evidence that sentient beings ever existed on the moon. It was also possible to discover the bomb station of the Cepheans, located very conveniently in a semi-circular cutout of a vertical wall made of light porous lava. After this place, protected from meteorites, the crew of the Dark Flame on the second flyby dropped a bomb station, which announced in the language of the Great Circle that a beam starship from Earth had arrived here on a special mission and that it would land on the planet. If the station continues to operate for more than five years from the time it was brought down, it means that the starship has perished and planet Earth with the license plates ST 3388+04 ZF requests that a report be made to the Circle at the earliest opportunity.

"Just so we don't forget to turn it off on the way back,” Div Simbel noted carefully. “Similar incidents have occurred, perhaps out of joy at the crew's escape from a dangerous planet.”

“Our station has a preventive device, a combined circuit,” Sol Sajin assured him. "Once we start moving away from Tormance and its moon, the probe will start beeping until we turn it off."

“So everything is done! We should head to Tormance,” the engineer said, yawning.

"We will have enough time to rest. Fai Rodis had already warned us in advance to approach the planet as slowly as possible from the illuminated side and not to use locators or signaling devices.”

"Sneak up undetected, like primitive hunters when they were stalking game?" Sol Sajin smirked.

"You don't like it?" Div Simbel wondered.

“There's something wrong with that, hiding, approaching stealthily!”

“Fai Rodis said we mustn't startle the people of Tormance. If their feelings are hostile to the alien guests, they will resent the arrival of the Dark Flame, and we will have to orbit the planet for a month or two to learn their language and learn their way of life. Otherwise we won't even be able to explain to them why we're here!”

"The Cepheans did it!"

“Probably by learning a sentence or two. And they didn't get permission to land either! But we must not allow ourselves to be rejected, we have come too far. And then, Tormance is our target, and not some randomly spotted planet,” said Div Simbel.

"And isn't it like immoral spying around the corner?" Sol Sajin persisted. “Aren't these methods suitable for prehistoric people, but not for higher forms of society? Here goes our sociologist. What do you think about it, Chedi?" The engineer repeated the conversation to the girl.

She thought for a while and then said decisively: “It would be unworthy of the people of Earth and our era to show up, look, and fly back quietly. We wouldn't cause any harm, but still... peeping into the apartment of an unsuspecting person... We'll explain it to them when we land on the planet. They will surely understand.”

“And if they don't understand and accept us?” Sol Sajin stubbornly insisted, squinting his eyes mockingly.

"I don't know how I would decide. But I agree with Rodis.”

"I think so," said the flight engineer. "Especially since you're both neglecting one important little thing. From the enormous altitude at which we could permanently orbit, we will see only the most superficial details of life on the planet. And we can only listen to those transmissions that are intended for everyone. In other words we will see and hear only the exposed face of social life. We don't even need anything more to understand their language and way of life.”

“You're right, Div! That I didn't think of such a simple thing right away! What do you say, Sol?”

The cybernetic engineer just threw up his hands as a sign that he didn't know what to say.

"And another thing," continued Div Simbel. "The planet has no artificial satellites at high altitudes. So we won't disrupt their connection system."

“Is it possible they have no satellites at all?” Sol asked.

"We'll find out," said Div Simbel.

* * *

CHAPTER III

Above Tormance

* * *

"Equatorial speed of planet gamma one turn sixteen, period of revolution twenty-two Earth hours," the computer reported with careful machine pronunciation. A wide strip of entries slid into the logbook receiver. The Dark Flame automatons were thoroughly scrutinized by the Tormans, not missing a single detail.

"The amount of carbon dioxide in the lower layers of the atmosphere is astonishing," said Tor Lik. “And how much of it is dissolved in the oceans! It is reminiscent of the Paleolithic period on Earth, when carbon dioxide did not yet participate in the processes of coal formation."

“Could it be the greenhouse effect?” Sol Sajin asked.

"The climate here is quite mild and uniform. The Equator of Tormance has a position relative to the Earth, vertical', that is, perpendicular to the plane of the ecliptic, and the axis of its rotation coincides with the curve of the orbit...”

“Lack of water can throw all these calculations off,” Grif Rift interjected as he scanned the surface curve survey. "The surface of the oceans is fifty-five percent, but the largest depression is only one to two kilometers deep."

"That in itself doesn't say anything about a lack of moisture," said Tor Lik. "We will monitor the cycle of evaporation, water vapor saturation and the distribution of wind currents. Large ice reserves at the poles cannot be expected in such a climate, and we do not even see them. There are neither polar fronts nor strong displacement of air masses.”

The men continued to work at the instruments, and from time to time looked out the visual shaft that Gen Atal had modified. It penetrated the thick walls of the starship, ended with a wide window made of transparent yttrium ceramic, and a special system of mirrors allowed observing the planet with the naked eye. Tormance moved almost imperceptibly in the depths. The Dark Flame orbited the planet at an altitude of twenty-two thousand kilometers a little slower so that it could be comfortably observed on its surface. The cloud cover had wide gaps over the equator. Between them flashed lead gray seas, red-brown areas reminiscent of steppes or forests, yellow ridges and massifs of disturbed low mountain ranges. Observers gradually got used to the appearance of the planet and recognized more and more details in the images.

Tormance was almost the same size as Earth and had many other features in common. But it differed greatly from it in the arrangement of its surface. The sea occupied a wide area around the equator, while the landmasses were pushed towards the poles and formed huge belts on either side, divided into four blocks. Individual parts were separated from each other by meridional strips of seas, and their bases narrowed towards the poles. From a great height, the surface of the planet gave the impression of symmetry, in stark contrast to the jagged contours of Earth's land and seas. The mighty rivers mostly flowed from the pole to the equator and emptied into the equatorial ocean or its gulfs. Here and there you could see wedges of arid land, apparently desert.

"What does a planetologist call that?" Sol Sajin squinted as usual. "Strange planet, isn't it?"

"Nothing out of the ordinary!" replied Tor Lik seriously. “It's older than Earth, but it has more rotation. The polar undulation of the landmasses apparently took place here faster and advanced further than here.

Symmetry, or rather the mutual similarity of both hemispheres, is only a random phenomenon. Tormance is probably much calmer compared to Earth, surface uplifts and subsidence are not very significant, tectonic activity is weaker, there are few or no volcanoes. All this is legal, strange is another matter...”

"The amount of carbon dioxide at a high oxygen content," Grif Rift chimed in. “The Tormans used too much natural fuel. It will be hard to breathe here, we have to avoid deep depressions. On the other hand, the seas, saturated with carbon dioxide, will be as clear as in the primordial geological epochs on Earth...with calcareous deposits on the bottom, of course. But all this does not correspond to the number of the population, determined by the Cepheans two hundred and fifty years ago."

"There are also many discrepancies between the layout of the planet's surface and the distribution of the population," Grif agreed. “Perhaps it's pointless trying to figure them out unless we go into low gear. If they don't have artificial satellites, we only run the risk of being discovered by the Tormans, but no one can stop us from flying around the planet at any altitude.”

"All the more so since we found out everything we needed already on the first round," Tor Lik agreed enthusiastically.

"Chedi and Fai are still working. Our linguist managed to obtain sufficiently long texts from which the structure of the language can be deciphered using Amat's method. Fai Rodis requests that when we get close to the planet and watch its telecasts, we already speak the Tormantian language.”

It didn't take long for the Dark Flame to slip unnoticed into orbit at a height of less than a planet's radius, and in order not to waste energy unnecessarily, it increased its relative speed.

Chedi and Fai had hung up hypnotic charts in the circular hall with texts in the Tormantian language, and each crew member, as soon as he had finished his urgent work, would come here, poring over the linguistic schemes, eavesdropping, and at the same time subconsciously fixing in his memory the sound and sense of the foreign language. The language on Tormance, as on Earth, was planet-wide, but remnants of different dialects were preserved in both hemispheres, which Torman scientists divided into Front and Back, otherwise also Life and Death hemispheres. But the crew of the Dark Flame, by analogy with conditions on Earth, referred to the front part of the planet, turned in the direction of rotation, as the Northern hemisphere, and the back as the Southern hemisphere.

The Torman language was not particularly difficult, but it made high demands on pronunciation, as many words changed their meaning with different intonations. Grif Rift had the most trouble with him. And when Chedi mentioned that Fai Rodis intended to examine the Torman script from the records of the memory machines, there was general outrage.

"On top of that, writing!" sighed Vir Norin comically.

"How much longer are we going to fly around here?"

"Not for long," Chedi comforted him. "Now it will be more interesting. Olla has just started capturing TV broadcasts. We shall see life on Tormance by tomorrow at the latest.”

And they saw. Although Tormantian television was not even close to Earth's eidoplasty technology, the picture was clear, with a good color gamut.

The crew of the Dark Flame, with the exception of those on duty, sat for hours in front of a huge stereo screen, observing alien life. The inhabitants of the planet were so similar to Earthlings that no one doubted where the three Earth starships found refuge several thousand years ago. A strange feeling came over the people of Earth. It's as if they were looking at the various historical themes in which they performed themselves with a mass performance. Gigantic cities, sparsely scattered across the planet, resembled huge sinkholes absorbing a substantial part of the population. Inside, Tormans lived in tight skyscrapers, daily technical work took place in underground labyrinths. Each city was fringed with diseased forest growth, which in wide strips made its way like massive tentacles to vast fields where strange crops, reminiscent of Earth's potatoes and soybeans, were grown in prodigious quantities. The largest cities were located not far from the coast of the equatorial ocean, in river deltas, whose stone bedrock provided support for large buildings. Far from the rivers and cultivated fields stretched endless grassy steppes with sparse scrub.

It was surprising that there were no permanent settlements in the agricultural zones. Everywhere one could see only long, low and unsightly buildings, whose monotony tired the eyes.

They were found both in the Front and Back hemispheres, around larger cities and smaller settlements. Heavy machinery moved in the dust, plowing the land or harvesting crops, and equally cumbersome vehicles raced along the smooth, wide roads.

Hour after hour, the inhabitants of Earth watched life on a distant planet, amazed by the many first impressions. From time to time some of the crew got up and went behind the light counter in the hall where the food was served. And then they would return to the screens again so as not to miss a single hour of Tormantian television. The planet was actually called Yan-Yakh in the Tormantian language. But the name Tormance had become so well known to Earthlings that they continued to use it. They also recognized the capital city of the planet, which in Earth's language meant the Center of Wisdom.

"Our demographics do not support the massive population of the planet as calculated by the Cepheans," Fai said suddenly. "We differ from them by a whole order of magnitude."

"That's rather unlikely," Grif Rift shook his head. "In everything else, the Cepheans proved to be excellent planetographers. It's either a mistake or...”

“...precipitous population decline,” Rodis finished for him.

"It is possible. But then a disaster happened here, and we didn't notice anything out of the ordinary.”

"It doesn't necessarily have to be a disaster," argued Tivisa Henako. “More than two hundred and fifty years have passed since the Cepheans were here. Let's say that the average human age at the beginning of the United World era was seventy years. In four times that time, the population on Tormance could have decreased even more, or, on the contrary, for purely internal reasons, it could have increased.”

"As far as I'm concerned, I think internal causes are the worst kind of disaster," Chedi said. "Planet Yan-Yakh I don't like at all from its telecasts so far."

As if to confirm Chedi's words, melodious music sounded from the depths of the stereo screen, interrupted occasionally by dissonant blows and screams. A plateau covered in what looked like brownish glass appeared in front of the Earthlings. A glassy path led across the platform to a staircase made of the same material. A spur, decorated with tall vases and massive columns, led to a glass building, sparkling in the red sun. The light pediment was supported by low columns with bizarre pilasters of pale yellow metal. Light smoke rose from two black goblets in front of the entrance.

A crowd of young people were moving along the glass walkway, beating the jingling and rumbling disks with short mallets.

Some had small gold-red boxes slung over their shoulders, tuned to music Earthlings would compare to a pale blue spectrum. Until now, they had only heard music of red and yellow tones on Tormance. The television camera zoomed in and singled out two couples from the crowd, looking at their fellow pilgrims and through them at the city with a strange mixture of fear and courage. All four people wore the same bright yellow robes, painted with coiled black snakes with gaping jaws.

Each man offered his hand to his companion. They moved sideways towards the staircase without ceasing and suddenly began to sing, or rather shrill wail. The screeching tune also swept the other people in the crowd.

Chedi Daan, Fai Rodis, and Tivisa Henako, who had the best command of the Torman language among the crew members, listened intently. A special audio recording filter clicked, modulating rapid unintelligible speech.

“They extol premature death as man's chief duty to society!” Tivisa blurted out.

Fai silently leaned towards the screen, as she always did when she saw something surprising. Chedi Daan, with her hands on her face, quickly repeated the translation of the song whose melody the Earthlings liked at first: "The highest wisdom is to die in the prime of health and strength, to avoid the sorrows of old age and the necessary sorrows of life...

This is how one departs into a warm night from friendly meetings, this is how one leaves after a night of love into a fresh morning, when the gates of blossoming orchards close quietly...

... Powerful men are already coming and slamming the door.

The final blow is resounding in the cloudy underground of times that hide human birth as well as extinction...”

Chedi stopped translating, looked at Rodis in astonishment and added: “They sing that the duty to die occurs in the twenty-sixth year of life! The four young people are being escorted to the Temple of Sweet Death.”

"How can such a society exist!" cried Olla angrily, against the principles of good manners.

"With a complex way of life and a huge amount of information, the Earthling is a child until the feats of Hercules. And youth lasts another twenty years. In our country, a person is an adult only at forty. Then we have seventy years of life full of energy, creative work and life knowledge ahead of us. In the past, a person was considered old at forty. I would be old by now," said Rodis.

"Man died without learning anything about the multifacetedness and beauty of the world!" said Vir Norin gloomily. “But in ancient times, when ninety percent of the people could not even read, it was no wonder. Long life was a nuisance. It was said then that he who dies young is the darling of the gods. But there is a highly technical civilization on Tormance. How can they cut down trees that have not yet produced fruit? This is nonsense and destruction!”

"In my opinion, the horrible custom of premature death is directly related to the overpopulation of the planet and the depletion of natural resources," Rodis countered.

"I see," said Chedi, "an early death is not for everyone!"

“Yes, those who drive technological progress can live longer, not to mention the leading edge. Only people who cannot give society anything except their physical labor, i.e. those who are unable to obtain a higher education, must die."

Suddenly, shrill, wild music boomed on the televideophone on the starship, replaced after a while by a marching rhythm.

The screeching sounds of unknown instruments drowned out the barely audible thread of the melody. The movie was starting.

Through the spaces of the steppes covered with tall grass, shapeless carts pulled by horned quadrupeds, similar to terrestrial ruminants, something between antelopes and bulls.

On long-legged, deer-like beasts, black-tanned Tormans rode wildly, wielding axes or tools in the fashion of primordial firearms, fearlessly fending off attacks from whole herds of short-legged, creeping raptors, or clusters of hideous snakes with tall, flattened skulls. At other times, the same horsemen attacked caravans of wagons and shelled them at full blast. During the shootouts, both the attackers and the attacked victims died, sometimes all of them together.

It was clear to the Earthlings that they were seeing a film about migration on the planet.

However, who the attackers were remained a mystery. They were definitely not the original inhabitants, because they were no different from the resettlers.

The crew of the Dark Flame has seen a lot of films, shows and scenes about the heroic past and the conquest of a new planet. Fierce fights, chases and murders alternated with unusually flat scenes and scenes from the emotional life. Similar themes were repeated in all sorts of variations, and the crew was soon up to their necks in them. But after all, people stayed in front of the screens to watch a piece of unadulterated chronicle from prehistoric times. From the ancient fragments emerged the face of natural and abundant life on the planet before the hand of man touched it. The Earth looked the same in prehistoric times, perhaps only with richer animal and plant forms.

Tormance was initially dominated by steppes over woodlands.

Nature did not give birth to animal giants like elephants, rhinoceroses or giraffes on Earth. The largest of the terrestrial quadrupeds were horned species about the size of an average terrestrial bull, now extinct. On the vast steppes once roamed huge herds, in the shallow seas, warmed by the rays of the red sun, in the tangle of aquatic vegetation teemed with fish, unbelievably similar to terrestrial ones.

In the past, trees grew on the elevations of the equatorial coast, reaching dimensions unthinkable on Earth.

This again confirmed the hypothesis that there were no gales on the planet. In the regions around the poles there were vast marshes with monotonous growths resembling yews, except that their tiny, needle-like leaves were of a cinnamon hue.

All this had undeniably existed on Tormance before, the film footage testified to it. But at present, all the Earthlings could see were cultivated fields or endless sun-drenched expanses with nothing but low bushes growing on them.

Even the weak winds that blew here raised discs of dust above the bushes. The sight of the dry steppes was more comforting, but even there the grass seemed low and sparse, similar to the semi-deserts that once spread across the trade winds of Earth.

Perhaps the films of the planet's history soothed the Tormans' natural longing for the former diversity of their native nature?

The vast majority of the population now lived in huge cities, and wild life in the open steppes or hunting expeditions in the forests, slumbering under the bright stars, belonged to the irrevocable past.

The Earthlings were surprised that the inhabitants of the planet had to walk around dressed at all times. No one was allowed to appear in society or at home in the presence of strangers except with the body properly covered.

Women most often wore loose, short blouses with long, wide sleeves and a stand-up collar, held together by a soft, usually black belt. For this, either wide trousers or ankle-length skirts. The men wore almost the same suit, only the smocks were slightly shorter. Only the youth were allowed to wear trousers above the knees. At public gatherings or festive occasions, people wore dresses made of bright, colorful fabrics and over them short cloaks or covers with rich embroidery.

The clothing seemed comfortable and simple to Earthlings.

It suited not only the warm climate of the planet, but was also suitable for working in a variety of conditions. The beautiful combination of shades of red and yellow seemed to appeal mainly to women and went well with the dark color of their skin and black hair. Men preferred purple-gray and purple, whose contrasts they used especially on collars and sleeves.

Some of the Tormans had sewn rhombuses with some kind of symbols lying on the left side of their chests. As Chedi observed, extraordinary respect was shown to all people in whose rhombus a symbol similar to a human eye shone.

When broadcasts were transmitted directly from a stadium, a business, city streets, or even residential neighborhoods, the announcer's speech was accompanied by a hissing noise that the astronauts initially attributed to imperfect technology. But it turns out that the people of Tormance are not making any effort to eliminate the noise.

The engines of the vehicles roared and crashed, the sky shook with the roar of the planes. At the same time, the Tormans talked, whistled and shouted loudly without the slightest regard for their surroundings. Thousands of small transistor receivers were still amplifying the general roar of a jumbled mix of music, singing, and loud talk. How the inhabitants of the planet could stand the incessant noise, which only faded somewhat late at night, was a complete mystery to the doctor and the biologist on the Dark Flame.

As they gradually penetrated alien life, the Earthlings discovered a peculiar feature in the transmission of planetary messages. The content of the program was so different from the transmissions on Earth that it deserved a more detailed study.

The achievements of science, artistic programs, or historical discoveries and reflections that occupied the main place in the terrestrial transmissions received minimal attention on Tormance, despite the fact that news from the Great Circle was completely absent. There were no planet-wide discussions about changes in social order, about projects or improvements to large structures, or about important research.

No one raised serious problems here to present them, as on Earth, to the various Councils or personally to one of the best minds of mankind.

On the other hand, there were a lot of films about the bloody past, about the conquest of nature or mass sports games, which took up the most time. It seemed strange to the people of Earth that the sports contest was watched by a huge number of people who did not take part in the competition, but for some unknown reason the matches of the athletes excited them to the highest degree.

It was only much later that they understood what it was all about. Only carefully selected people took part in sports competitions, who devoted all their time to tedious and dull training in their field. There was no room for others. Physically and mentally weak, the Tormans idolized their outstanding athletes as small children. It seemed ridiculous, even disgusting. Artists had a similar position. Only individuals were chosen from millions. The best living conditions were then created for them, they had the right to perform in any performances, films and concerts. Their names were a lure for spectators who fought for seats in theater halls. They were "stars" adored just like athletes and did not have to perform any other activity. It was apparently not possible for any person who had achieved a high artistic level through his own efforts to act as an artist. All life on Tormance seemed to be characterized by a narrow professionalism that emotionally impoverished people and narrowed their horizons. But perhaps it was just a mistaken impression of the astronauts, caused by a random selection of materials and information. Only direct contact with the planet could give a definitive answer.

In television and radio broadcasts, a lot of attention was paid to a small group of people, everything they said, where they went, what they discussed and what they decided on. Of all, the name of Choyo Chagas appeared most often, whose opinions on various phenomena in the life of society evoked immense enthusiasm and were praised as an expression of the highest political wisdom. Perhaps the statements of Choyo Chagas were for some reason very important to the inhabitants of Tormance? How could the aliens, hovering six thousand kilometers above the planet, judge it?

Despite persistent reports about the speeches and travels of Choyo Chagas and his three closest collaborators, who together with him formed the Council of Four, the highest body on the planet Yan-Yakh, none of the astronauts have yet managed to see them. The people whose names were spoken most often were actually everywhere and nowhere.

Only once during the transmission from the capital, huge crowds could be seen streaming through the streets of the Center of Wisdom, greeting with enthusiastic roars five cars, reminiscent of armored cars from the ancient times of Earth, struggling to make their way through the crowd of people. Nothing could be seen behind the dark glass, but the Tormans, in the grip of mass psychosis, were shouting and gesticulating as if during sports matches.

Earthlings understood that these four people, led by Choyo Chagas, were the real rulers over everyone and everything. The names of Tormantian residents mostly sounded monotonous. In order to better distinguish it, it usually consisted of three parts. Only people from higher social circles had two-word names.

The four main rulers of the planet were called Choyo Chagas, Gento Shi, Kando Leluf and Zetrino Umrog. In addition to the name Choyo Chagas, others were allowed to use an abbreviation. And so Gen Shi, Ka Luf, Zet Ug were repeated in an unchanging order until exhaustion, always followed by the name Choyo Chagas, which sounded like a magical incantation of primitive ancestors.

Olla Dez jokingly noted that all Earthlings with two-word names would be ruling class on Tormance.

"And you would like that, wouldn't you be ashamed?" asked Chedi Daan.

"I would have the opportunity to see the real rulers over the life and death of other people. Already in third cycle school, I was extremely interested in books about powerful kings, warlords, pirates and tyrants. All the fairy tales of the Earth are full of them, whatever their nationality.

"That's not right, Olla!" said Chedi. "It was they who prepared the greatest suffering for humanity.”

“There were also sages and heroes among them," Olla was not embarrassed. "I would really like to meet people like that!" She put her hands behind her head, leaned against the back of the sofa and closed her eyes dreamily.

Fai Rodis glared at the communications engineer.

"Chedi is right in a way," she said. "But I also understand Olla Dez..."

"What?" Chedi, Vir and Tivisa exclaimed in unison.

"Every man on earth today is so judicious in his actions that a comparison with the rulers of former times must turn out against him. He lacks the outward signs of power, though in reality he is in relation to them like a giant elephant treading cautiously before a startled and fleeing deer.”

“A ruler, and startled?” laughed Olla. "That's a contradiction."

"But that's where the dialectical unity comes in," Fai added.

Similar discussions were repeated many times until suddenly the peaceful exploration of the planet came to an end.

Gen Atal, who was currently on night duty with radio transmissions, worriedly stirred up Fai, Grif and Chedi. The four of them gathered in front of a dark screen with only a narrow line of indicator glowing with intermittent flashes of oscillation. They plugged in the translation machine and now the words sounded from the aliquot tone speaker: “The observation stations confirmed the report of the main observatory in the Rear Hemisphere. An unknown celestial body, probably a spaceship, is orbiting our planet. Orbit circular, angle to the plane of the equator forty-five, height two hundred, speed...”

"They can even calculate orbits," Grif boomed.

"The dimensions of the cosmic body, according to preliminary reports, are considerably smaller than the starship that appeared in our country in the Century of Wise Prohibition. Another report from the observation stations at eight o'clock in the morning.”

"So they discovered us," Grif said with a hint of sadness in his voice, turning to Fai Rodis. "What are we going to do?"

But before Rodis could answer, the big screen lit up and a familiar announcer appeared.

"Urgent message! Hear everyone! Hear the report from the Center of Wisdom!” The Torman spoke tersely, forcefully, as if he barked in the middle of each sentence. He repeated the message about the star flight and ended by saying: “Tomorrow at ten o'clock the friend of the Great Choyo Chagas, Zet Ug himself, will speak. Let all listen to the Center of Wisdom!”

"What are we going to do?" repeated Grif Rift, muting the repeated report.

“Talk to the Tormans! After Zeta Uga's speech, we interrupt the transmission and I appear on all the screens, begging them to let us land. Olla Dez has already prepared for the situation,” Fain's face turned pink with slight irritation.

At the appointed time, the entire crew assembled at the planet link screens. The most important moment has come. Because of him, they undertook an incredible journey on a beam starship as messengers of Earth. Everything depends on how the relations between the uninvited guests and the Tormans, or rather their rulers, will develop. Because the decisions of the small handful of people, perhaps only Choyo Chagas himself, will determine the "will" of the Tormans and the success or failure of the Earthly expedition.

A signal clock above the stereo screen reflector showed the time of the planet's capital city. Fai Rodis went to her cabin for a while and returned a quarter of an hour before Zeta Ugo's performance. She had probably already prepared the dress for this occasion. They were made of a fluffy red-gold material that was very popular on Tormance. The ruddy hue made Fai's familiar features more unyielding and hard, almost menacing. And her movements looked like flashes of the red Tormantian sun. She cut back even more hair to fully highlight the proud line of her neck. Neatly combed, with black curls on her temples and without a single adornment, Fai sat down in the chair in front of the screen without exchanging a single word with her companions.

The soft, familiar melody of Electronic Link Protection did not disturb the tense silence of the starship.

Deep, metallic thumps announced the beginning of a speech from one of the planet's rulers. The screen remained blank for a moment, then a small person appeared on it in a red cloak, sewn with strangely coiled golden snakes. His skin looked lighter than other Tormans. Unhealthy fatness softened the sharp cuts around the wide, narrow-lipped mouth, his small, smart eyes sparkled with determination, and at the same time darted restlessly, as if he was afraid to let something out of his sight.

Olla held back a sigh of displeasure and disappointment and glanced sideways at Fai Rodis. However, she remained indifferent, as if the appearance of a person on the screen did not surprise her.

Zetrino Umrog ran a small hand across his high, beginning to bald forehead, furrowed with transverse wrinkles.

"People of Yan-Yakh! The great Choyo Chagas ordered me to warn you of the danger. An intruder has appeared in our sky, coming from a black and cold universe. A spaceship controlled by enemy forces. We are declaring a planet-wide state of emergency to repel the enemy. We follow the example of our ancestors, their wisdom from the time of Ino Kay's reign, and the courage of all the people who drove away uninvited foreigners in the Century of the Wise Ban. Long live Choyo Chagas!"

"Maybe that's enough. The ruler made himself clear, didn't he?” whispered Olla behind the control desk.

Fai nodded in agreement, Olla turned the blue ball all the way to the stop and fully engaged the previously ordered televideophone mechanism. Zeta Ugo's image shook, shattered into a jumble of colored lines, and disappeared. Fai caught the look of fear on the ruler's face in a split second, then stood up and stood in the main focus. She was staring intently into the diamond of the central beam, but out of the corner of her eye she could see herself on the screens as if in a mirror.

In front of the astonished Tormans, instead of the distorted image of Zeta Ug, appeared a beautiful woman with a soft and strong voice, unbelievably similar to them.

"People and rulers of Yan-Yakh! We came from Earth, the planet that birthed and nurtured your ancestors. Chance has transported you to the depths of space, previously inaccessible to us.

“We are now able to overcome them and come to you as blood relatives to join you in the pursuit of a better life. We have never been anyone's enemy and we come to you full of good intentions. Nothing separates us from each other and we can understand each other perfectly. Please allow us to land on your planet. We want to tell you about life on Earth and give you everything good and useful that we know ourselves. The crew of our starship consists of thirteen people, the same as you, we are only a handful compared to the population of Yan-Yakh. We pose no danger to you if you accept us as guests on your planet. We have learned your speech to avoid mistakes and misunderstandings.”

The screen became streaked with gray, flattened, and the image disappeared. A shrill, intermittent screech came from the depths, mixed with the hysterical scream of the announcer from the Center of Wisdom: “...broadcasting... we are interrupting broadcasting...”

Fai glanced at Grif Rift, then stepped back and sat in her former seat. Olla reached for the light switch, but Rodis stopped her with a gesture. She leaned toward the radio and, paying no attention to the screeching and screeching of the interfering station, said in a loud, sonorous voice: “The Dark Flame starship is calling the Council of Four! Calling the Council of Four! We are asking for permission to land again! We ask that Choyo Chagas, the chairman of the Council of Four, be informed about this. We are waiting for an answer on the indirect frequency of your navigation transmissions. We are waiting for a reply!"

Olla Dez turned off the videophone. The dark blue signal of the ellipsoidal antenna glowed. After the horrible howling and screaming, the circular hall fell dead silent. He was interrupted by Rodis herself.

"I can't consider the beginning a success," she said carefully.

"I'd say the attempt to make contact with the Tormans has failed miserably," Grif Rift smiled slightly.

"Nice rulers!" exclaimed Chedi indignantly. "They are afraid!"

"Of course!"

“Then why should we land? It's obvious that we don't understand each other!” Chedi shrugged.

"I will land for those who can understand us," Rodis said harshly.

"You want to press them?"

"I'll try." For long hours the dark blue eye of the ellipsoid antenna glowed, but the planet was silent. The starship crossed to the far side of the planet as Fai got up and invited all the crew except those on duty to the mess hall.

The astronauts eagerly dug into the dark brown cubes of the food mixture, tasty enough to whet the appetite, yet stiff enough to keep teeth and jaws from remaining idle. Fai settled for a glass of the thick olive green drink. Grif only drank a few sips of clean water.

Chedi Daan did not leave her seat at the TV broadcasts and waited for the global news to start again. Streets, squares of Tormantian towns, meeting halls and school auditoriums appeared before the eyes of television cameras. There was a general uproar everywhere, Tormans excitedly debating, gesticulating, shouting. The question was: What about star flight?

The vast majority of voices repeated: "Away with him, out, we will not allow, we will destroy...!"

A young person in a pale blue suit appeared on the wide promontory in front of the building, reminiscent of an astronomical observatory. The announcer announced that one of the members of the Celestial Guard, an organization tasked with protecting the inviolability of the planet Yan-Yakh, would be speaking. The man shouted at the top of his voice: “You have heard the shameless lie of a cunning woman and the leader of an interstellar gangster gang who, with unprecedented audacity, dared to call herself a blood sister of our great nation. Even for such blasphemy, foreign invaders deserve punishment. Our scientists long ago discovered and proved that the ancestors of the Yan-Yakh nation came from the White Stars to dominate the nature of the forgotten planet and establish a life full of happiness and peace on it..."

Chedi watched the speaker intently. His skipping voice, turning into a scream at times, as well as his pathetic delivery was something unusual for Earthlings. The girl didn't even notice that Fai stood behind her and turned on the translation machine.

Soon Grif, Olla, Tivisa and Neja Cholli also appeared. But even from the translation, the astronauts could not understand words like "gangsters", "gang", "shameless"... Finally, Fai decided to look up unknown terms in the records of ancient explanatory dictionaries.

"Did you find it?" asked Chedi impatiently, who was already beginning to guess the meaning of the unfamiliar expressions.

"They are swear words, words used at a low level of psychic development with the aim of insulting the person to whom they are addressed."

Chedi got up and walked impatiently around the wall of screens and counters several times.

"We could try an experiment..."

Both Rodis and Olla looked up at her expectantly.

“They've got another planetary news network on Tormance. The one we tapped into daily is subject to the same scrutiny and selection as our World Wide Web. But while we do this to inform humanity about the most interesting and important things, here they pursue quite different goals...”

"I see," Fai Rodis nodded. “To simply show what suits the rulers of Tormance. By selecting information, they create 'public opinion'. And maybe they even make the 'news' themselves."

"It certainly is. I figured it out when I observed the indignation of the nation. They are groups of people where everyone talks exactly the same, their zeal is only played. They were chosen from various cities. But we don't know the true meaning of these people, just like the rest of the population of the planet."

“In that case...,” Fai began.

"There must be a second network," Chedi continued. "They broadcast true information there. The rulers do not look at the falsified reality. This would be not only useless for management, but also dangerous.”

"And you want to connect to the other network?" asked Olla Dez. "Do you have any idea about its parameters?"

"Remember how we used to catch the night reports from the observatory?"

Olla bent over the wave range device. The indicator arrows came to life and scanned the broadcast channels.

Both Fai and Chedi stared intently at the blind screen, on which blurred outlines or distinct lines flashed. After a few minutes, a loud call rang out, and at the same time, a spacious room appeared on the screen, filled with rows of tables with spread charts and diagrams. In the background, men in reddish-brown and dark gray suits sat in a cluster, completely unlike the people one met on the streets. They were also much older than eccentric youth.

"I don't understand the panic," said one of them. “We should take the starship. When I think of all the things we would learn from them They are definitely people of a higher culture, and in everything so similar to us...”

"That's the point," interrupted another.

"But what about the myth of the White Stars?"

"Who needs him now?" the first man scowled angrily.

“Those who talk endlessly about the unshakable truths of the books brought to us from the White Stars. But if we come from the planet of those aliens and everything there has changed like that, then...”

"Enough! Four has eyes and ears everywhere," said the first. "We'd better keep quiet."

As if on cue, people went to their seats at the tables.

The camera's eye shifted to a laboratory, equipped with an array of instruments and a wall of mesh cages teeming with life. Elderly people in yellow cloaks were standing there and they were also talking about Earth's star flight.

"The unbelievable has finally come true," said the woman with the funny pigtails that only young girls on Earth wore. “For millennia we have either denied that intelligent life with high culture existed around us, or considered it to be the Greatest Rarity. In the Century of Wise Prohibition, one starship had arrived, but now another has appeared, and with our direct relatives to boot. How could we not accept it?”

"Shh," the stooped old Torman motioned for her to be quiet with a very Earthly gesture. "There," he pointed upwards, "they haven't commented yet."

And again the people dispersed as if on unspoken command.

The camera panned to a tall hall with huge column-like machines, cauldrons and pipes. Suddenly everything disappeared.

The receiver's dark blue eye went out, a greenish glow illuminated the filter window, and Tormantian speech was broken. The astronauts, who had lingered in the dining room, quickly hurried to the observers.

The dark screen glowed again. In a cramped cabin, reminiscent of an ordinary automatic televideophone, sat an elderly Torman in blue clothing. He began speaking into a small microphone, trying to explain to the Earthlings the parameters of the special line. Olla Dez immediately connected the Dark Flame's pre-ordered televideophone. The Torman flinched and froze in astonishment as he saw the starship crew on his screen.

"Dark Flame is ready to talk," Olla said with a slight hint of triumph in her voice. The Torman pronunciation gave her a bit of trouble.

The azure-suited technician finally recovered from his surprise, muffled something incomprehensible into the cube on the flexible leg, heard the answer and raised his pale face.

"Get ready. Choose someone from your midst who has a good command of the Yan-Yakh language and knows how to behave respectfully. I'm transferring you to the Council of Four Headquarters!”

A large room appeared on the screen, hung with vertically pleated curtains of heavy malachite green fabric. In the foreground stood a round table with massive legs carved into the shape of claws with long claws. A lone bluish opalescent ball lay on the table, and four armchairs of the same green fabric as the curtains stood on the sunny yellow carpet.

An astronomical map covered the back wall of the room, dimly glowing above a black cabinet with doors decorated with colorful and delicate patterns. A tall lamp with a pale blue shade edged with a green stripe cast its light on four serious-looking men in armchairs. Three of them were shrouded in shadow; in the foreground sat a tall, slender person in a white cloak, with a bare head and graying hair. The hard-cut mouth did not harmonize with the short blunt nose. He had piercing long eyes and high raised eyebrows as if he was trying hard to understand something. Olla Dez could be pleased. Choyo Chagas gave the impression of a ruler, and indisputably he was.

Fai Rodis in a red and gold dress took center stage. Choyo Chagas straightened up and looked at the woman from Earth for a long time.

“I welcome you, even if you came uninvited!” he finally said.

If we were to ask for an invitation and wait for a response, several thousand years would pass! Fai thought, her lips moving in a barely perceptible smirk. The ruler immediately reacted to this by pulling his eyebrows together.

"Let the one who commands you and is supposed to represent the ruler of your planet explain why you have appeared here," he continued.

Fai told him clearly and concisely about the expedition, about the sources from which people learned about the existence of the planet Yan-Yakh, and about the incident with the three starships that left Earth at the beginning of the United World era.

Crouched in his chair, Choyo Chagas listened coldly, his legs in white leggings resting on the soft mat. But the more haughty his pose was, the more clearly the Earthlings sensed the confusion in the soul of the Chairman of the Council of Four.

“I still don't understand, strangers, who you speak for. You're all mostly young!” Choyo Chagas said as Fai finished her message with a request that the Dark Flame be allowed to land on Tormance.

"We are people of the Earth and we speak for our planet," she replied.

"I see you are from Earth, but who told you to speak like that and not otherwise?"

“We cannot speak otherwise,” Rodis objected, “we are here as part of humanity. Each of the Earthlings would speak the same, perhaps only in different words or more clearly.”

"Humanity? What is it?"

"Inhabitants of our planet."

"A nation, then?"

"The concept of nation existed with us in ancient times, before the whole planet was united into a single family. But if you want to use that term, then we speak for the only nation of the Earth.”

“How can a nation speak without its lawful rulers? How can an unorganized group, much less a common people, express a unified and useful opinion?”

“But what do you mean by common folk?” Fai Rodis asked cautiously.

"A part of the population that is not qualified for higher education and is therefore employed in production or the simplest jobs."

"We have no common people, no groups, no rulers. The law is only the wish of mankind, expressed by a collective opinion. We have precise machines for that.”

"It is not clear to me what value the opinion of individual persons, unknown and incompetent, has."

"We don't have incompetent people on Earth. Every major problem is publicly studied by millions of scientists and thousands of public institutes. The entire public is informed about the results. Minor issues can be decided by the relevant institutions, even by individual people, but in coordination with the Councils for the Central Management of the Economy."

"But is there a supreme governing body?"

"It doesn't exist. If necessary, under extraordinary conditions, one of the Councils takes over the proceedings according to its competence; for example, the Council of Economics, Health, Honor and Rights, Astronautics. Their decisions and regulations are reviewed by individual Academies."

“I see that you are in dangerous anarchy, and I doubt that intercourse with you will bring any benefit to the people of Yan-Yakh. Our peaceful and happy life could be disturbed... I refuse to accept starship. Return to your anarchist planet, or continue your wanderings in the abysses of space.”

Choyo Chagas stood up, straightened to his full height and pointed his index finger directly at Fai Rodis. The other three members of the Council of Four jumped up and clasped their hands together, palms inward, which was the Tormans' highest expression of approval and admiration.

Pale, Fai Rodis made a reassuring gesture with her hand.

"I'm asking you to think about it for a few more minutes," she said loudly. "I must contact our planet before we take decisive action..."

Choyo Chagas turned to his companions: “So the intruders have finally shown their true colors! What decisive steps?” And he narrowed his narrow eyes menacingly.

“As the Earth allows me! If..."

"But how can you establish a connection?" Choyo Chagas interrupted her impatiently. "A while ago you talked about inaccessible distances. Or was it all just a hoax?”

"We have never cheated anyone before. In extreme cases, with huge energy consumption, we can cut through space with a direct beam."

Fai's friends looked at each other in amazement. Chedi Daan was about to open her mouth, but Grif Rift squeezed her shoulders and ordered her to be silent with his eyes...

Olla Dez approached Fai with complete composure, and the gazes of the four rulers focused on the new representative of Earth.

Olla handed Rodis an ordinary microphone for conversations inside the ship and connected the frame antenna of the televideophone to the screen in the deep hall, where the starship crew usually watched stereofilms brought from Earth and eidoplastic performances.

The astronauts never doubted for a moment that the two women were acting according to a pre-arranged plan.

Fai started calling the Astronautics Council into the microphone.

The short, melodious words of Earth's speech sounded like an incantation to the Tormans. The four rulers remained standing outside the light of the lamp, and Rodis could not follow the expression on their dark faces.

On the screen, Earthly people appeared completely realistically, in three-dimensional plasticity and natural colors. A meeting of some of the Councils was taking place in the great hall; it was probably a news clipping.

Chedi Daan jerked her shoulder free from the grip of Grif's fingers.

"This is an undignified deception!" she said aloud.

Fai didn't even move and continued to speak with her body leaning forward, keeping her eyes on the Tormantian rulers.

"I will also translate my questions to the Earth into Yan-Yakh's speech!"

And she began to speak alternately Earth and Tormantian.

"Dear members of the Council, I am forced to ask you that I may take extraordinary measures. The rulers of Tormance, without explanation and against the wishes of many people on the planet, have refused to accept our starship, for reasons unknown and insignificant...”

"That's a lie! Didn't you see in the planetary transmissions how people are outraged and demand that we not only not let you in, but simply destroy you?" Choyo Chagas interrupted her commandingly.

"We tapped into your strange network and saw something different," Rodis rebutted calmly and continued, "I therefore ask that you allow us to wipe from the face of the planet its capital city, which is the center of a wanton oligarchy, or carry out a planet-wide narcotization with personnel selection ...”

Choyo Chagas sat down on the edge of the table, but the other three rushed forward, waving their arms.

Olla switched the eidoplasty shots unnoticed. The Chairman of the Council spoke energetically on the televideophone screen, pointing to the map above. The Council members began to nod in agreement. It was a project of the Training School for future researchers of Tamas. To a disinterested observer, Fai might have appeared to have been given permission.

"That's unheard of! I can't anymore!” Chedi ran out of the hall, threw herself into her cabin and locked herself there. She felt terrible.

Gen Atal, Tivisa, and Menta Kor rushed after her, but they were stopped by the commanding tone of Fai Rodis' speech: "We were given permission to take extraordinary measures. Please reconsider the whole matter. I'll wait two hours according to Yan-Yakh time.” Fai turned to step out of the main focus.

"Stand!" shouted Choyo Chagas. "What measures have you been given permission to take?"

"To any."

"And what did you decide?"

"So far for nothing. I await your reply.” Rodis turned off the return line of the televideophone, leaving the Torman rulers in front of the blank screen of their secret network. They didn't immediately think to disconnect, and the Earthlings could watch their discussion and restless, startled gestures for several minutes.

"The situation is dangerous," said the Torman with an aquiline nose and round, bulging eyes. As the astronauts later found out, it was Chagas' first assistant, Gen Shi. "There's no denying the power of foreigners."

“Though they may be lying, starship commands tremendous power and undeniably powerful weapons. Without them, no one would go on a long journey to unknown planets,” Zetrino Umrog muttered. "But a starship that would land on a planet ..."

"That's something quite different!" said Choyo Chagas, shouting something aside. The screen turned off.

Rodis sank tiredly into the chair and ran her hands over her face and hair several times, as if washing herself. Grif Rift silently handed her a goblet of green liquid and she accepted it with a grateful smile.

"The show went great," Olla said happily, breaking the barrier of awkward silence.

“It is undignified! And embarrassing! The people of Earth do not need to play false scenes and resort to deception! We would never have expected that the leader of our expedition is capable of such an unconscionable act," said Tivisa Henako, Menta Kor, Gen Atal and Tor Lik about the rampage. Even the adamant Div Simbel condemned Rodis with a look, while Neja Cholli, Vir Norin, Sol Sajin and Evisa Tanet were delighted with her performance.

Fai put down her cup, got up and walked over to her friends. Her big green eyes looked sad and hard.

"There is no need for me to apologize, I myself feel my guilt. Again, as a thousand times before, we are faced with the problem of whether or not we can interfere in the destinies of individuals, nations or planets. It is a crime to impose ready-made recipes on someone by force, but it is equally criminal to cold-bloodedly watch the suffering of millions of living beings, whether people or animals.

“Each of us naturally wants to help those who are suffering. But how to do it so that we ourselves do not resort to ancient ways of fighting, so that we do not act secretly, do not commit fraud and do not use force? I, too, took a step on the path worthy of the people of ancient times. And you yourself accuse me of impermissible conduct.”

Fai sat down at the table, resting her chin on her hand as was her habit, and looked questioningly at the people in front of her. She did not see Chedi Daan among them. She understood the reason and her eyes became even sadder.

"Can we reject intervention altogether when society leads people to discipline and self-improvement from childhood?" asked Gtif Rift. "Otherwise man cannot exist!"

"Yes, you're right, but it can't be done from the outside," Tor Lik argued. "We are strangers here, we came from quite another world."

"We are not strangers! We are from Earth, and so are they!” cried Neja Cholli.

“For nearly two thousand years they went their own way, without us. And we have no right to look at the Tormans as if they belonged to us," Tivisa objected sharply.

"How can a biologist and an anthropologist reason so superficially?"

Evisa frowned. “They lived without us for two thousand years, but with us for millions of years before that. We are genetically linked to all life on our planet through historical succession, and so are the Tormans. How can we renounce our own roots, as the ancestors of today's inhabitants of Yan-Yakh did for unknown reasons? If the Tormans have broken the chain of historical succession, that is abnormal. And aren't they violating the first law of the Great Circle on freedom of information? If so, then surely you know that we have the right to intervene even in the harshest way.”

"Definitely!" said Sol Sajin.

"And yet that does not justify the ancient methods!" said Tor Lik.

"No excuses, I already said that," Fai Rodis replied. “But imagine two scales. Let's put the possibility of helping the entire planet on one and the fake comedy I played here on the other. What prevails?”

"We don't have to argue about that," agreed Menta Kor. "But this is not about the mutual ratio of good and evil, grief and joy, which, as we know, are absolute only in measure, not in comparison. The core of the danger, as I understand it, lies in the level of action, because once we enter the path of lies and intimidation, how do we then determine the line beyond which we can no longer go?”

"Mento, you expressed the opinion of all of us very accurately," said Chedi Daan, who suddenly appeared in the hall. "Lies beget lies, and out of fear are born attempts at retaliatory intimidation, which we then have to overcome with new deceptions, more intimidation, and everything then comes crashing down in an unstoppable avalanche of horror and suffering."

The dark blue eye went out. Planet Yan-Yakh called the Dark Flame. The screens on the starship and in the Headquarters of the Council of Four lit up.

Choyo Chagas sat unnaturally upright, with his arms crossed over his chest, staring intently at the Earthlings.

“I allow you to visit our planet and invite you to be my guests. In twenty-four hours we will prepare and mark a place for your ship to land.”

Fai stood up and bowed with a small amount of feminine coquetry.

"I thank you on behalf of the Earth and my colleagues. We need to be immunized so we don't bring disease-causing germs to you that you don't have defenses against, and also take care of our own immunity. Now that we have your permission, we will conduct soil, water, and air testing...”

"Without landing?"

“Yes, we have reconnaissance rocket probes for that. I think we'll be ready to land in about ten days. Besides...,” Fai paused for a moment.

"Besides that?" Choyo Chagas flashed his eyes wildly.

“I will summon another starship. It will orbit at high altitude around Yan-Yakh and wait for us in case we crash.” 

“Are the pilots of earthships so clumsy?” Choyo Chagas asked irritably as the members of the Council of Four looked at each other uncertainly.

“Space travellers, or space wanderers as your Celestial Guardian called us, must be prepared for all contingencies,” Fai said with emphasis on the last word.

The Tormance ruler nodded reluctantly and the telecast ended.

* * *

CHAPTER IV

Reflection of Inferno

* * *

The Dark Flame colossus was approaching the surface of the planet. The circulation speed increased and the air, blasted at an altitude of several hundred kilometers, rushed with a deafening roar around the invulnerable walls of the ship, safely protected from overheating and all kinds of radiation. Turns out they knew sky recording devices on Tormance. The probes picked up the resulting noise and, with the help of amplifiers, distributed it to the laboratories of scientists and observers, to the high towers of the Sky Guardians and to the spacious residences of the rulers. And to everyone that monotonous sharp sound sounded like a threatening signal of danger, announcing the approach of an uninvited guest who frightened and attracted them.

Star flight technicians worked tirelessly, numbering programs and loading them into three-pronged sounding rockets with blunt warheads. Shortly thereafter, bundles of spiral tubes, hidden in five-meter fish-shaped casings, separated from the ship, circled a massive parabola, and touched the surface of the planet in designated places. One dashed against the waves of the ocean, another flew through its depths, a third clouded the surface of the river, and others plowed fields and green areas in places allowed by the Tormans. Then they flew up again, landed aboard the Dark Flame and handed over biological samples of the water, soil and air of the alien planet to its laboratories.

Neja Cholli, Evisa Tanet and Tivisa Henako did not close their eyes for the third night. Amidst the monotonous hum of ultracentrifuges, they did not leave their places at proton microscopes and thermostats with innumerable series of bacterial and viral cultures. Analytical comparators compared the toxins of Earth's and Tormance' harmful microbes and deduced long patterns of immunological responses to neutralize previously unknown pathogens. Immunization was given equally to people destined for contact with the planet and those who were supposed to stay on the starship. All the crew members were breathing heavily, their faces burning and their eyes taking on a feverish sheen.

Tor Lik and Menta Kor even had to sink into a hypnotic sleep, because with such a strong reaction of the organism, any activity was excluded.

And yet, after a few days, Evisa Tanet declared that she was not satisfied with the results and that she could not guarantee perfect protection of the organism.

“How long would you need for that?” Fai Rodis asked.

Evisa thought for a moment.

"We discovered two highly pathogenic viruses. They could only arise in conditions of a huge accumulation of people. At present, we do not observe anything similar on Tormance.”

"This indirectly confirms the planet's former overpopulation," Fai said, "But we would need to land as soon as possible."

"The necessary conversion of our defenses will hardly take place before two months," Evisa announced in a tone as if it were her own fault that the immunization could not happen faster.

Rodis smiled at her: "What can you do? How one would like to be a guest in a new land with all rights. But he almost never succeeds.

Circumstances always arise that are in a hurry and cannot be delayed. Some astronauts have told of the unforgettable feeling of encountering a new planet where there was no danger, where one steps out of star flight into the crystal air, under the new sun, and runs like a child on the kind virgin soil, with an unbridled desire to throw off one's clothes and engulf one's whole being to a fresh clean world. And to climb with bare feet on the soft grass and feel the wind and the sun on the bare skin with all the vibrations of nature's changing breath! Only a few of the hundreds of thousands of travellers to new worlds have managed to experience something like this!”

“So that means spacesuits?” Neja asked Cholli.

"Yes unfortunately! Later, when the immunization is over, we can take them off. We will not put on helmets, only biofilters, that's already a success! However, we will be ready in three or four days."

"Maybe it's better that way," Neja said. “Analysis of Torman water compared to Earth's has shown some differences in structure. They will all be weak at first before they get used to her.'

“Does the composition of the water matter?” Fai asked. “When it is pure and free of harmful impurities? Sorry, but I know very little about it.”

"We'll forgive the historian an ancient mistake," Evisa smiled. "For a long time, our ancestors considered water to be simply water, a compound of hydrogen and oxygen, and they did not know how to analyze it. It turned out that water has a complex physico-chemical structure, in which many elements participate. In the springs, rivers, and lakes of the earth there are thousands of kinds of water—healthy, harmful, neutral—even when, upon simple analysis, it appears the same and perfectly pure. However, Tormance is a different planet, with a different character of the overall water cycle, erosion and mineral saturation. Its water can have a depressing effect on our nervous system. I chose IGH-102 pills against it. Just don't forget to throw them in any liquid intended for food or drink.”

"Then the spacesuits," the still silent Grif Rift interjected. “There will be one benefit...”

"In case of danger?" Evisa tilted her head and glanced furtively at Chedi Daan.

"You guessed right. The suit can withstand a knife, a bullet, and an incendiary beam,” Rift confirmed. 

"But the head, the most valuable part of the body, cannot stand without a helmet," Fai argued cheerfully.

Chedi stared at Rodis, as if marveling at her liveliness. Indeed, the restrained, somewhat harsh expedition leader seemed to have changed quite a bit now, before the stress test.

"But what about your plan, Chedi?" Gen Atal asked.

"We'll start doing that later, when we get acclimated," Fai replied.

Chedi just pursed her lips and turned to the map of Tormance hanging above the entrance to the round hall.

“Chedi,” Evisa called to her, “it just occurred to me how sensitively you reacted to the comedy played by Fai Rodis and Olla Dez. But doesn't it seem to you that the intention to blend in among the people on Yan-Yakh as a Tormant girl also has a germ of deception in it? Looking through alien eyes at things that people reveal to you as true Tormans? Isn't that actually spying...?”

“I... yes... no, I imagined it differently. I simply wanted to get closer to them, to live the same life as them, to experience the same hardships and joys, troubles and dangers!”

"But to be able to leave at any time to your own, right? Have the conveniences of a man of the United Hands era? And then happily return to the beautiful world on Earth?” Evisa attacked.

"We each see it differently," Chedi began, "but I was thinking of something more important."

"More important to whom?" Evisa was ruthless as an investigator.

"For us. But they," Chedi pointed to the map of Tormance, "it won't hurt them in any way. After all, we only do this so that we don't make a mistake, to find out how to help them."

"First we need to find out if it's needed!" said Grif Rift. "It may turn out..."

At that moment, a dazzling stream of red fire shot out outside the direct observation window. The starship shuddered. Gen Atal disappeared in a flash in the elevator, Grif Rift and Div Simbel rushed to the spare systems of the control desk.

Another flash followed, and Dark Flame's body shook slightly again. The plugged-in audio receivers picked up the deafening crash and roar of the shattered atmosphere.

People took their places according to the emergency order, stood motionless at the devices and still did not understand what had actually happened.

The spaceship continued hurtling through the darkness on the unlit side of the planet. The terminator was no more than half an hour away.

Silver bells rang, signaling that there was no danger. Both Rift and Simbel left the control cabin and Gen Atal left his place at the space defense instruments.

"What it was? An attack?” asked the incoming Fai Rodis.

"Apparently," Grif nodded grimly. "They were probably shelling us with rockets. Gene and I anticipated such a possibility and left the external reflection field engaged, even though it makes a terrible noise in the atmosphere. The starship did not suffer the slightest scratch. How do we respond to that?”

"No way," Rodis said firmly. "We'll pretend we didn't notice anything. They know that both blasts bounced off, and that convinces them of our ship's complete invulnerability. I'm sure they won't try again.”

“I guess you're right,” Rift agreed, “but we'll leave the shielding field on. Better if he roars than risk the lives of the entire crew for cowardly treachery.”

"I'm even more insistent on spacesuits now," Evisa said.

"And with helmets," added Rift.

"We don't need helmets," Fai countered. "We would have no contact with the population and our mission would be rendered almost useless."

"Besides, the helmets hardly give us enough protection," Evisa shrugged her gorgeous shoulders.

The attack on the starship was not repeated. Dark Flame went into high orbit and shut down its engines. Preparatory work for the ascent to the planet continued without interruption. Biofilters had to be inserted as carefully as possible into the noses, ears and mouths of the seven "paratroopers". Personal companion robots, performing the functions of servants, protectors and carriers, were ordered according to the action potential of individual astronauts. As usual, the spacesuits required the most attention. They were produced in a special institute from the thinnest layers of molecularly rearranged metal, with a base that did not irritate the skin. Despite perfect thermal insulation and extraordinary strength, unimaginable even for the technology of the recent past, the spacesuit was only a fraction of a millimeter thick and looked no different from the finest high-collared training suit. A person in it resembled a metal statue, but alive, flexible and warm.

Olla tried to choose a color for each spacesuit that would make them look as effective as possible, especially the women.

Without thinking, Fai chose black with the bluish sheen of raven wings that went well with her black hair, firm features and green eyes.

Evisa requested the silvery green tone of the willow leaves because she didn't want to change the shade of her dark red hair and topaz cat eyes. The black belt and collar further accentuated the fiery luster of her thick mane.

Chedi opted for an ash blue spacesuit with a hint of Earth's sky and silver embellishments; and without hesitation Tivisa reached for a garnet red with a pink belt that matched her olive skin and slightly frowning dark blue eyes.

The men wanted to wear uniform gray spacesuits, but succumbed to the insistence of the women and eventually adopted metallic armor of more colorful colors.

Fai studied the faces of her companions thoughtfully. They looked pale compared to the tanned inhabitants of planet Yan-Yakh, so she advised them all to swallow suntan pills.

“Shouldn't we also change our eye color to be the same black as the Tormans have?” Evisa asked.

"No, why?" Rodis objected. "Let them remain as they are. We just add a little more shine to them. Can it be arranged, Eviz?”

"On the condition that I have four days for a series of chemical stimulations!"

"Four days you will get, and make our eyes shine like stars, so that everywhere on the planet they will recognize the Earthling from afar!"

"I wonder what kind of eyes our distant ancestors liked best, before they could change their color at will," said Olla. "For example, Fai knows the tastes of people from the Disunity era."

"Tastes in those days were very different, tastes vague and unfounded. But beauty then, I don't know why, was mainly required of women. Literary works, photographs and films calculate various female strengths, men's are hardly mentioned. But back to the eyes. Pure green eyes like mine were the most popular,” smiled Fai. "It is quite natural according to the biological laws of health and strength."

"And which of us would come second?"

“Chedi with her dark blue eyes with a violet tint. Next in order were gray, brown and pale blue eyes. A rarity, and therefore highly prized, were topaz-colored eyes, like Evisa's, or golden yellow like Olly's. But they were considered demonic because they resembled the eyes of beasts of prey.”

"Apparently there were no criteria for men?" Evisa asked.

"They probably didn't have green eyes, and judging by the literature, neither did dark blue," Fai shrugged.

"The most common talk is about eyes as gray as steel or light blue as ice. They were a sign of strong will and true energetic men who subdued their surroundings and were always ready to use their fists or guns.”

"According to that, we should be worried about Grif Rift and Vir Norin," laughed Evisa.

"Grif is a really commanding character, but Vir is too soft even for a United Hand era man," Olla Dez objected.

"Let's keep eyes for eyes, we still have to thread ourselves into the metal here and say goodbye to the touch of our own skin for a long time,” Evisa sighed and ran her hand over her shoulder and bare arm with the gesture of a person who has been used to taking good care of her body since childhood.

"Let's do it! Who will assist, you, Olla, and Neja?”

“It wouldn't be possible without Neja,” replied Olla Dez.

“Then call her,” and Fai stepped over the threshold into the biocontrol chamber first.

The dressing procedure was lengthy and unpleasant.

A long time passed before all seven astronauts gathered in the circular hall. Chedi Daan was in a space suit for the first time and had to get used to the feeling of having a double skin. She couldn't tear her eyes away from Fai, who seemed to be the epitome of the beauty of a woman's body in her skin-tight outfit. The black color further accentuated her pale face and clear green eyes.

All of them attached oval boxes for the destruction of metabolic products to their waists, on their shoulders shone strips of video equipment and triangular mirrors with an overview in all directions. They put a signaling bracelet on their right arm to connect to the starship via a personal robot, and placed an airflow cylinder in the hollow between their collarbones. From time to time, a wave of air passed between the body and the suit, acting like a pleasant massage. Air escaped through flaps on the heels, and to the uninitiated it might seem that the metal body was playing with massive muscles.

Fai Rodis overlooked her mates, suddenly distant and alien in the cold glow of the clinging metal...

"And this is how you intend to appear before the Tormans?" Grif's voice sounded in the background.

Rodis immediately understood what troubled him.

“Of course not!” she turned to Rift. "We women will wear short skirts that are worn in the tropics and pullovers.”

“I hope the robes the Torman women wear would be better," Tivisa pointed out.

"Try it. Maybe they will be more suitable," agreed Rodis.

"I'm designing a tropical suit for men," said Vir Norin.

"Shorts are fine, but a sleeveless shirt will draw attention to our 'metal' arms," ​​argued Grif Rift.

"Women's robes would be more suitable for men as well."

After the first dose of magnetic stimulation, prepared by Evisa, the "paratroopers" immediately separated. They felt unusually cramped and uncomfortable in their tight spacesuits. But they had to get used to it, landing was only a few days away. A flimsy metal casing that didn't impede movement in the slightest suddenly rose up like an invisible wall between them and the remaining crew. Outwardly, everything remained as before, but when discussing the immediate plans, there was no longer a single "we", but "them" and "us".

On the signal that the star flight was ready, the main observatory of the Celestial Guard marked the landing site. The Dark Flame was supposed to land on a wide flat promontory on the southern coast of the equatorial sea, about three hundred kilometers from the capital. Magnified images showed a monotonous outcrop, overgrown with tall dark bushes, wedged into a gray-green sea. Both the place and the sea looked completely deserted, which worried the astronauts who were supposed to stay in the starship.

“A land without people is a basic condition for the landing of a beam starship. After all, we pointed it out to the Council of Four ourselves," Grif Rift reminded his colleagues.

“They could have picked a place somewhere near the city,” said Olla Dez. "They wouldn't let us all get off anyway."

“You forget, Olla,” said Rodis unhappily, “that not far from the city they would hardly prevent the approach of the curious. But here they will set up patrols all around and no one will get to our ship.”

"But they will! I'll take care of it myself,” Grif declared with unexpected fervor. "I will break through a screened corridor in the bushes, which will open only with a sound password. Instead of entering, I'll tell Fai via video beam. And you will be able to send guests to us, desirable ones, of course.”

"The undesirables will come," remarked Rodis. "I have no doubts about it. But Neja will stand in for Atal and together we will fend off any danger. We must be alert. After the rockets fail, they can try something else.”

“Of course, not until he's convinced that the second starship I mentioned isn't coming. This can take two to three months. Until then, you'll be safe and so will we,” Fai added quietly.

Grif placed a hand on her shoulder in the warm metal and looked into her sad, brave eyes.

“You yourself determined the time of your return to starship, Rodis. And you should shorten it rather than lengthen it.”

"I understand your concern Rift..."

“Imagine that you come across a wall of absolute misunderstanding and that you cannot break through it. Will the next stay on the planet be justified? It's too much of a risk.”

“I can't imagine that they could reject Earth's insights and knowledge. After all, it means entering a bright future from a life that is short and full of suffering for them."

"You speak of the need to sacrifice, the most archaic human feeling, inherent in all religions in the history of prehistoric societies. To bend unknown powers, to soften the deities, to add permanence to a fragile destiny. From the killing of people on altars before fighting, hunting, for the harvest or when building buildings, from colossal hecatombs of leaders, tsars, pharaohs, to unimaginable murders in the name of senseless political and religious ideas or national conflicts. But shouldn't we, the creators of the protective social devices that are supposed to eradicate the mountain and the victims, finally say goodbye to that ancient feature of the human psyche?”

Fai gently ruffled Rift's hair.

"If we forcefully interfere with life on Tormance and use prehistoric methods in clashing forces, if we enter the level of their ideas about life and dreams..." Rodis trailed off.

"By this we also accept the necessity of sacrifice. Is that what you wanted to add?”

"That's right, Rift..."

As soon as Rodis entered her cabin, her signal bracelet glowed and Chedi Daan, who had been avoiding the opportunity to be alone with Fai for some time, begged to be allowed to come to her.

When Chedi crossed the threshold, the expedition commander lightly squeezed her hot hands, wrapped around the wrists by the spacesuit's silver bracelets, and looked with pleasure at the girl's brown face, framed by ashen hair. They sat down on the couch and Chedi looked at Rodis questioningly.

"Tell me about the inferno theory," she said after a moment's hesitation. 

"It is very important to me."

Rodis crossed the cabin thoughtfully, stopping in front of the microlibrary shelf and running her fingers over the green coded plates.

"In fact, it is not a theory, but a summary of statistical observations of the spontaneous development processes of life, and especially of human society on our Earth. Inferno is a word of Latin origin and meant hell. Dante's magnificent poem The Divine Comedy has been preserved until our times. The author intended to write only a political satire, but with the power of his imagination he portrayed a grim picture of a multi-level inferno. The inscription 'Abandon all hope', placed above the gates of hell, captures the entire bleakness of the place created by human imagination.

“As a thinking being, man went through a double inferno, physical and mental. At first, it seemed to him that he could save himself from the hardships of life and the wounds of fate by escaping into nature. This is how fables about the primordial paradise arose. But when they managed to penetrate deeper into the structure of the human psyche, scientists discovered that the mental inferno is actually primitive instincts, a captivity in which a person keeps himself in the belief that in this way he preserves his own individuality. Only in conditions where self-improving individuals gained the upper hand over instinctive individuals could a significant step be taken for the rise of general knowledge."

"And can you tell me something about the tests that some historians underwent?" asked Chedi.

“Apparently you know more about me than I thought,” Rodis said as if reading her mind. "But so be it." With those words, she took out the star-shaped crystal of the mnemonic and handed it to Chedi. "In order to imagine the degree of personal suffering of past times, we historians have devised a system of tests which we call infernal degrees. It is a series of not only physical, but also psychological hardships, designed so that all of us who study the Disunity era can come closer to the feelings of our ancestors. The motives of their actions and prejudices will thus become more understandable to their descendants, who are separated from those dark times by several millennia of happy life."

Chedi tilted her head and looked intently at Fai.

"You believe there is an inferno here on Tormance?"

"The reason why a planetary oligarchy took hold so quickly lies in the homogeneity of the population and culture,” Rodis explained to her.

Chedi got up and, as she left, looked back at the leaning Fai, who was probably thinking about the unknown planet below the star flight, but maybe she was also thinking about distant Earth.

Two hours later, Chedi reappeared with her face burning and without a word returned the mnemonic crystal to Rodis.

She shook the proffered hand and stormed out of the cabin angrily.

The recorded recording made a powerful impression on Chedi.

The images she had just seen constantly rose before her eyes with agonizing plasticity, even though she tried her best to forget them as quickly as possible. She knew a lot of similar histories from old books and movies, but until now she had only imagined the cruelty of past times in the abstract. Like all people on Earth, Chedi also went through various stress tests in difficult conditions. But all this was a natural necessity of life, which man understood and overcame with intellectual knowledge and psychic fortitude, because at every moment he felt his oneness with the general spiritual stream of humanity, directed ever higher towards the future.

Chedi knew that despite the constant growth of positive values ​​in the life of a new society, people with a distorted psyche can always appear, capable of causing unimaginable suffering to unsuspecting people around them.

Therefore, there is an extensive network of Psychological Individual Supervision, cooperating with the Council of Honor and Rights. It's kind of like Electronic Link Protection in a spacecraft, but it's even more complex and multifaceted.

For the first time, Chedi fully understood the role of this organization and felt as if the unceasing motherly care of Earthly humanity was reaching its powerful hand to her, through the spiral coils of the world of Shakti and Tamas. The girl sighed, losing awareness of the tight metal space suit and falling asleep as soundly as she hadn't slept since the starship had approached Tormance.

* * *

CHAPTER V

In the Gardens of Coam

* * *

Neja Cholli, who had taken Gen Atal's place under the starship's dome, awoke to the muffled roar of the outer sound traps. She realized that the Dark Flame had gone into low orbit with the protective field engaged. On the internal televideophone screen, she saw the starship pilots in live entertainment with Fai Rodis.

The descent of the spaceship certainly stirred up the whole planet.

A new attack was to be expected, especially when the Earthlings turned off the protective field. Rodis insisted on turning off the field and got her way. She managed to convince the pilots that before news of this reached the overlord, the Dark Flame would only need to land.

The interstellar colossus was circling above the planet Yan-Yakh and headed for its destination. The headland wedged into the sea was too small for a huge, unwieldy starship.

The Earthlings opened two more viewing shafts and could not tear themselves away from them. They were looking at the planet from such a small distance for the first time. The Dark Flame was making its final turns at an altitude of two hundred and fifty kilometers. The somewhat denser atmosphere than on Earth was already starting to warm the passing ship. Yan-Yakh didn't seem pale blue like the astronauts' home planet.

The predominant hue was purple, the large lakes in the middle of the mountains looked almost black, and the oceans were a deep amethyst color. Where the shoals shone through the shallow water, the sea was dark green.

With a sense of nostalgia, Earthlings remembered the lush greenery of Tibet as they last saw it from the same height.

The parallel edges of the split mountain ridges, the long rows of closely packed pyramids, and the labyrinths of dry valleys on the endless plateaus of Yan-Yakh appeared pale cinnamon with a purple tinge. Here and there a thin layer of growth cast a chocolate shadow on the furrowed barren ground.

Huge igneous formations of dark gray lava marked the equatorial fault zone. The soil here had a brick color and became more and more yellow with increasing distance from the lava fields.

Symmetrical wakes of sand dunes dotted the barren coastline, and the planet seemed uninhabited.

But when the Earthlings looked closely, they found that along the great rivers and in the lowland basins where the ground was blue with misty haze, vast areas were divided into regular squares. Then roads appeared, green islands of cities, and huge dark brown patches of aquatic vegetation in the shallows of the sea. The clouds here did not form puffy tufts, gathered streaks or streaks of dazzling white surfaces as on Earth, but formed in granular and scaly mounds over the oceans of the Front and Back Hemispheres.

The starship was gripped by vibrations. Grif Rift turned on the coolers. The ship was hurtling down, surrounded by a silver cloud. This time, the overload caused by braking did not catch the crew in the magnetic chambers, but in cushioned seats and sofas. And again, as if unwittingly respecting an invisible wall, the men in metal suits sat down on the couch separately from the other astronauts.

As the Earthlings later found out, the place and time of the Dark Flame's landing were kept secret. Therefore, only a few inhabitants of the planet Yan-Yakh saw how the colossus of star flight emerged from the depths of the sky and remained motionless hanging over the barren cape.

A fiery pillar of braking energy slammed into the loose soil, raising a whirlwind of dust and smoke. The raging eddy resisted the onslaught of the sea wind for a long time. His hot breath spread far across the sea and land to meet the long rumbling wagons that came hurrying here, crowded with purple-uniformed Tormans. The men were armed, all had boxes hanging from their chests with short pipes sticking out. The wagons stopped at a respectful distance as the hot breath of the storm blew over them. The Tormans strained to peer through the dust curtain to see if the landing was successful or a disaster. Suddenly, the dark dome of the starship began to loom in the gray-brown fog, standing as straight as if it had landed on a pre-prepared base. To everyone's astonishment, it turned out that even the tall bushes around the rocket remained undamaged. A path had to be carved so that the vehicles with the emblem of the four serpents could pass for the guests from outer space.

Right next to the starship, the vegetation was completely destroyed, and the melted ground formed a glassy smooth circular area.

Suddenly, a silver cloud enveloped the lower part of the spaceship. The Tormans felt cold. In a few minutes the ground cooled. Two round holes opened, resembling huge, wide-open eyes. Their bulging, shiny surface glowed ominously with the reflected rays of the red sun emerging from the thinning veil of dust. The purple-clad Tormans broke through the bushes in a semicircle, stopped, and looked back at the wagons that were stuck behind. From there they passed the order from mouth to mouth that no one should come near. An inhumanly powerful sigh echoed over the cape. Then a spiraling movement of air caught the leaves, bits of charred twigs and settled dust and carried them high into the purple sky. The wind picked up the waste and dirt and carried it to the desolate sea. Thick armor plates parted above the circular projection at the base of the dome. A massive pipe with a diameter larger than a man's height extended out. At its end, a fan of metal girders opened gracefully and noiselessly, below which a crystal-clear lift cabin descended to the ground, watched by the Tormans with bated breath.

Fai Rodis walked ahead through the tube-like corridor, giving the rest of the crew a good-bye look. They stood in line and tried to hide their fears as they saw off the departing species with friendly smiles and hugs. At the elevator, Rift held Fai by the metal elbow and softly, uncharacteristically, whispered to her: “Rodis, remember that I am determined to do anything! I will raze their city to the ground and plow it a kilometer deep to get you out of here!”

Fai wrapped her arms around the commander's neck, pulling him close and kissing him.

“No, Grif, you never will!” And there was so much power in her “never” that the gruff astronaut hung his head meekly...

In front of the inhabitants of the planet Yan-Yakh appeared a woman in black clothes, similar to those that only the highest dignitaries of the Center of Wisdom were allowed to wear. Metal clips on the collar held a clear label in front of her face. On her shoulders serpentine pipes quivered with the rhythm of her steps, and triangular mirrors glittered dazzlingly, like sacred symbols of power. A strange mechanism, the black surface of which glistened like a raven, clutched the Earthling on its heels on nine nimble legs...

One by one, her comrades came out. A total of three women and three men, all accompanied by the same mechanical nines.

The residents were most surprised by the astronauts' legs, which were bare up to the knees. They glowed with multi-colored metal and had jagged spikes like short spurs on their heels.

Metal also shone in the slits of men's shirts, as well as in the wide sleeves of women's blouses. The Tormans were amazed to find that the faces of the Earthlings were smooth, evenly tanned, and that they were in fact no different from the "White Star People" as they called themselves. They understood that the metal on the aliens' bodies was only a tight-fitting, very thin garment.

Two serious-looking Tormans stepped out of a tall, long wagon that undulated in the thick undergrowth like arthropods. They stood in front of Fai Rodis and jerkily bowed.

The Earthling spoke in the pure language of Yan-Yakh.

But her high clear voice rang out metallically from the top hat on the back of the companion mechanism.

“You are our relatives who have said goodbye to us for twenty centuries. Now the time has come for us to meet again!”

The Tormans responded with incoherent shouts, looking at each other with expressions of fierce indignation. Dignitaries with serpent emblems quickly approached and invited the guests into the spacious vehicle. The elder of them took out a sheet of yellow paper, marked with red marks, from his breast-bag.

"Listen to the words of the great and wise Choyo Chagas to the foreigners: You have come to us, to the planet of happiness, easy life and easy death. The people of Yan-Yakh in their kindness do not deny you hospitality. Live with us for a time, learn, and then tell of our achievements and righteous establishment in those unknown depths of space whence you so unexpectedly emerged!”

The speaker fell silent. The Earthlings waited for him to continue, but the dignitary folded the paper, straightened, and waved his hand.

The Tormans erupted in a deafening roar.

Fai looked back at her companions and Chedi could have sworn that the green eyes in her unexcited face sparkled with laughter like a naughty schoolgirl.

The side door of the vehicle opened and Rodis stepped onto the lowered step. The nine-legged robot moved in close succession behind her. The older dignitary made a dismissive gesture. In an instant, a burly person in a purple uniform appeared behind him, with an eye-shaped protrusion on the left side of his chest.

Rodis had already gotten into the car and the robot caught the edges of the step with its front legs as the man in purple kicked it right into the black metal hood. Fai turned around too late and the cry of warning died on her lips. The Torman flew into the air, took a high arc, and fell into a tangle of thorn bushes. The guards' faces contorted in rage. They aimed the barrels of their weapons at the nine-footer and were about to pounce on it.

But Rodis spread her hands over the robot, deflected the label in front of her face, and for the first time on the planet Yan-Yakh, the strong voice of an Earthling without a reproductive device was heard: "Attention! It is just a machine that serves us as a bag carrier, helper and protector. It is completely harmless, but designed so that the bullet bounces off it with the same force to the place from which it was fired, and the impact can cause a rebound field, as it just happened. Help your fellow bushman and ignore our mechanical servants.”

The Torman was slapping his leg and making angry noises.

The guards and the two dignitaries retreated and all seven robots found their way into the car.

For the last time, the Earthlings were distracted by a look at the Dark Flame. A cozy and reliable piece of the home planet stood alone on a dusty plain, brightly irradiated by an alien sun.

The astronauts knew full well that six of their species were following them without ceasing, but the darkness in the depth of the entrance hole and in the extended corridor seemed impenetrable.

At the behest of the dignitary, whom Evisa mentally referred to as the "Snake Bearer," the astronauts sank into the deep, soft seats and the vehicle rumbled off down the rough road. Engines roared somewhere under the floor. A fine, cinnamon-colored animal dust covered the Dark Flame dome.

The pipes of the powerful compressor blew the dust backwards.

The guides, led by the two "Snake Bearers," sat aloof, showing neither affection, nor hostility, nor even curiosity.

They resembled children who, under threat of punishment, were ordered not to make acquaintances with strangers and to avoid them. The carriage, hurtling through the streets at considerable speed, did not at first attract the attention of the pedestrians, nor of the people in the tall carriages, which swayed violently as it went along. But the rumors about the guests from Earth somehow spread through the Center of Wisdom after all. In four hours of Earth time, when the cars were approaching the capital of the planet, they met already at the edge of the wide roads only young people in work clothes of a uniform cut, but of various colors. The red-brown dry plains were left behind. The rich green of the bushes now alternated with regular squares of cultivated fields, and long rows of low houses again with massive cubes, apparently factory buildings.

Finally, the mirror surface of the street, like the astronauts saw on TV, shone under the wheels of the cars. But instead of going into the center of town, the wagons turned onto a road lined with tall, straight trees with dark olive trunks. Long fan-shaped branches reached to the ground and covered the neighboring trees like backdrops.

The path was lost in the shadows as if in the depths of a stage with an endless series of decorations. The stage-shaped stumps suddenly gave way to a triple row of low, base-up yellow cones. In the triangular gaps, against the background of the dark purple sky, the top of the hill covered with colorful flowers could be seen, which dominated the capital. A bare, four-meter-high, pale blue wall enclosed an oval space in which a dense tangle of silvery-green, fir-like trees rippled. The park and the colorful meadow carpet looked beautiful after a three-hundred-kilometer drive in the middle of rust-brown steppes under a purple sky.

“What kind of field is this?” Fai broke her silence for the first time and turned to the elder “Snake Bearer”.

"Gardens of Coam," he replied with a slight bow. "The place where the great Choyo Chagas and his associates from the Council of Four live."

"Aren't we going to town?"

“No, our great ruler in his infinite goodness and wisdom will shelter you in these beautiful gardens. You will be his guests all the time until you leave the planet Yan-Yakh... Well, we're there. No wagon can get further.” With extraordinary agility, the elderly dignitary opened the back door and stepped onto the glass-smooth platform in front of the gate. He moved the disk that glowed in front of his face and disappeared into a side passage. The second “Snake”, still an infant, gestured for the Earthlings to get out of the car.

The astronauts gathered outside the gate, stretching their limbs and adjusting biofilter hoses. Vir Norin and Chedi stepped back a bit to view the multi-tiered structure, full of interior niches and gilded ridges, that served as the entrance to the Gardens of Coam.

"There's a snake here too!" exclaimed Chedi. "First on the chests of dignitaries, on the sides of cars, and now here, on the ruler's door."

"There's nothing strange about that," argued the astronavigator. "After all, they are native to Earth, where the serpent symbol was often found in ancient civilizations."

"And I can't imagine how they dust off such a fragile and complex architecture," said Evisa Tanet, who joined them.

"It can't be done without human hands, but it's dangerous work," Vir Norin replied.

"Apparently they don't value hands or life here," Chedi concluded without thinking. Her words were lost in a shout that thundered from the small covered turret above the gate: “Welcome, strangers. Enter without fear, for here you are under the protection of the Council of Four, the highest representatives of the Yan-Yakh nation, and myself, who am their head...”

At the last words, the huge wings of the gate opened wide. The Earthlings smiled. The ruler's reassurances were useless. None of them felt even a shadow of fear. Astronauts walked on flexible plates, cushioning their steps. The road was winding and resembled lines of lightning.

"Aren't there too many words about security?" Chedi asked with a hint of impatience.

"And turns," added Evisa.

Through the tangle of trees the vast outlines of the palace were seen, blurred behind a carpet of yellow flowers, their sharp cone-shaped inflorescences sticking up and not even swaying in the wind.

The door, tall as four human figures, looked narrow. The dark paneling was covered with shiny metal pyramids. All of the robots suddenly rushed forward and let out a ragged warning sound. They lined up in front of the door and blocked the way for the astronauts. But after a few seconds they fell silent and parted.

"The spikes on the door are live," Gen Atal explained to Fai Rodis' quizzical look.

"Yes, but they've already turned it off," Tor Lik confirmed, standing back and hostilely surveying the architecture of the Coam Gardens.

At that moment, the dark crack of the doorway opened inaudibly, and the Earthlings entered an extremely tall hall, clearly divided into two parts. The front one, with a floor of hexagonal mirror surfaces, lay two meters lower than the other, lined with a thick black and yellow carpet.

The rays of the high-standing sun penetrated through the red-gold glass, and the elevated part of the hall took on a strange ghostly glow. There, in the usual order, were enthroned four familiar figures: one in front in the middle, the other three on the left a little behind. In the lowered part of the hall, a dim light filtered from the ceiling between gigantic metal snakes. They were suspended in alcoves and opened their jaws with enormous fangs above the heads of Earthly guests. The mirror plates cast vague, diffuse shadows, intensifying the feelings of confinement in anyone who dared to face the Council of Four.

The rulers of Tormance had apparently already been briefed on everything concerning Earthlings. They weren't surprised to see the funny nine-legged ones scurrying around the astronauts' shiny metallic legs.

At Fai's command, all seven robots lined up on the gray mirrored floor. The guests calmly ascended the side stairs to the elevated part of the hall, stood in silence and looked solemnly into the faces of the rulers of the planet. Choyo Chagas hesitated a little, then came out to meet Fai Rodis and held out his hand to her. The other three did the same much faster. Fai squeezed the ruler's hand as her ancestors had done thousands of years before to prove that they had no weapons or evil intentions. After all, it was hard to believe they didn't have guns here. In every niche between the glowing windows lurked an almost invisible figure. One, two, three... eight motionless people counted Tor Lik. Their faces expressed nothing but menacing alertness. Undoubtedly, a single movement was enough, and the rigid figures would turn into unthinking executors of any order. This was clearly reflected in their blunt faces, with massive bones beneath their brown skin.

Evisa did not forgive the square piece and sent the guards the most charming looks she was capable of. When she saw they weren't responding, she changed tactics, her face taking on a slyly excited expression. That worked. A purplish blush washed over the faces of the two nearest guards.

The astronauts settled into chairs that had claw-like legs.

They were silently examining the intricate patterns on the carpet, and across from them sat the members of the Council of Four just as silently, their eyes fixed on the guests. The silence stretched on. Vir Norin and Fai Rodis, who were closer to the rulers than the others, could catch their wheezing, the kind of wheezing that people who lack sport, physical labor, and ascetic restraint have.

Choyo Chagas exchanged glances with the thin and sinewy Gentlo Si. Earthlings knew him by the abbreviation Gen Shi and knew that he ruled over peace and tranquility on Tormance. Gen craned his neck and said in a slightly whistling voice: "The Council of Four and the great Choyo Chagas himself would like to know your plans and wishes." 

Chedi looked intently at the ruler of the planet. She didn't understand that a smart person like him could listen to such stupid flattery. But Chagas' face showed no emotion.

“The Council of Four knows all our wishes,” Fai replied.

"We don't have to supply anything beyond what we asked for over the televideophone."

"And your plans?" Gen Shi asked slyly.

"Start studying the planet Yan-Yakh and its inhabitants as soon as possible!"

“How do you want to do this? Do you realize how difficult it is to study a vast planet in such a short time?”

“Everything depends on two factors," answered Rodis calmly. "Primarily on the cooperation of your scientific institutions, memory machines, academies and libraries, and then on the speed of the means of transport here on the planet. It would be senseless to think that we alone are enough to know everything that your scientists have accumulated over the millennia. But we are able to record the main things, and with the help of history, literature and art, penetrate into the essence of the life of people in Yan-Yakh. We can write many things with memory machines straight from star flight. We would like to bring as much information to Earth as possible.”

"Do you maintain direct communication with the spaceship?" Zet Ug, Fain's recent adversary on the VCR, quickly asked.

"Of course. And we're going to show you all kinds of memory machine records. Unfortunately, our robots can't make a projection on the big screens. Each one is intended for a hall with a thousand spectators at most. This means that we can only screen for seven thousand people at the same time”.

Gen Shi rose with ill-concealed uneasiness.

"I hope it won't be necessary!"

"Why not?"

"The people of Yan-Yakh are not ready for such a spectacle."

"I don't understand...," Fai smiled, a bit taken aback.

"There is nothing strange about it," said Choyo Chagas, who had been silent until now. At the sound of his commanding, harsh and impatient voice, the other Council members looked up and turned to him. “You won't understand many things here. And what you tell us could be misinterpreted by people. That is why my friend Gen Shi is afraid of showing your films.”

"But every misunderstanding can only be explained by knowledge. It is all the more important that we show you as much as possible...,” Rodis objected.

Choyo Chagas lazily extended his hand to the Earthlings.

“We will not argue about things prematurely. I will order institutes, libraries and art institutions to prepare summary reports and films for you. We don't have the memory machines you're talking about. But we record the information, encoded in the finest details, in word and image. You can get all this here without leaving Coam Gardens. As for the means of transportation, at the speed of our gas planes...,” Chagas paused, “which is about a thousand kilometers per earth hour, you can reach any place on our planet in a short time.”

Now it was up to the Earthlings to look at each other in wonder: the ruler of Tormance knew Earthly measures.

"Of course," continued Choyo Chagas, "you must tell us in advance which places you want to visit. Our planes can't land anywhere, and not all areas on the planet are safe."

"Perhaps we should first familiarize ourselves with the overall planetography of Yan-Yakh, and only then give you a list of places we want to go to?" suggested Rodis.

"That's right," agreed Choyo Chagas. Then he stood up and said with unexpected friendliness, “And now you can see your rooms in the palace.”

He stepped forward, treading noiselessly on the soft carpets, and passed through a side entrance into a corridor whose walls gleamed with dull metal.

“Are you still going to wear that mask in front of your face?” Rodis asked, touching the transparent label.

"Not yet," she smiled. "Just as long as I'm dangerous to you and..."

"We to you," nodded the ruler with understanding. "That's why I don't even invite you to dine with us. But here you can feel completely safe,” and he waved his hand across the vast hall with tall windows, the glass of which was darkened below. "See you tomorrow!"

Fai bowed gratefully.

The Earthlings inspected the rooms with the doors located against the windows on the left wall. Then they met again in the hall.

“Strange architecture,” said Evisa. "This is how we build mental institutions here."

“Why is the supreme ruler so persistent in convincing us that we are safe here?” Tivisa wondered.

"Probably because it's not safe for us here at all,” Rodis said seriously. "Each of you choose your own room, and then we will agree who will go where, so that I can interpret your wishes to Choyo Chagas." Seeing the astonishment of her colleagues, she added: "I am convinced that Choyo Chagas will hurry up so that he can speak to me secretly. According to their ideas, I am your ruler, and rulers must speak alone.”

"Really?" asked Evisa in astonishment.

“In prehistoric times, it brought a lot of suffering to Earth. But let us be polite guests and submit to the customs of our hosts. I need to know your requirements and advice as soon as possible. How else could I present them to the ruler?”

The seven astronauts sat on a wide reddish-brown sofa.

Through the high windows made of transparent pinkish-colored plastic, trees in the park could be seen, illuminated by the rays of the Torman sun, which, unlike the Earth's sun, did not describe an arc across the sky, but descended slowly and majestically in an almost vertical line. Its rays seemed purple through the pink windows. This gave the tanned faces of the Earthlings a greenish tone.

"Decided, then," said Vir Norin, whose robot acted as secretary and coded the results of the meeting for transmission to the Dark Flame.

"Decided," Rodis confirmed. “You will stay in the capital among the scientists and engineers. Tor Lik and Tivisa fly across the planet from pole to pole, staying for some time in nature reserves and marine bases. Evisa will visit medical institutes, Chedi and Gen will study social life and I will study history. Now we have to link up with the starship and then go to sleep. Our hosts go to bed early and rise early.”

And indeed, as soon as the last rays of the setting sun disappeared and the automatic lighting was switched on under the high ceilings, there was perfect silence around. Only occasionally could one glimpse the shadows of the slowly circling guards in the darkened park, and again everything became motionless, as in the dead water of a fairy lake.

Evisa was suffocating, she approached the window and started fiddling with the shutter. The wide window finally flew open and cool air filled the room, saturated with the strange smell of a garden on an alien planet. At the same moment, the trumpet squealed hideously. People came from all sides with lighted lamps and menacingly raised the barrels of their weapons.

With a single jump, Vir Norin found himself next to the confused Evisa and slammed the window. The screaming stopped. Norin used gestures to calm the cluster of guards below. The lamps went out, the guards dispersed.

The Earthlings gave vent to their feelings and teased the upset Evisa.

"I'm convinced they're listening and watching us all the time," said Tor Lik.

"Good thing Earth language is completely incomprehensible to Tormans!" sobbed Evisa. "They don't have long enough texts from us yet."

"I think they can easily decipher it," objected Chedi. "They have many words and concepts in common with us. Strictly speaking, their speech is one of the languages ​​of the fifth epoch in the Disunity era, but changed in twenty-two centuries.”

"Be that as it may, the rulers of Yan-Yakh still do not understand our conversations and will therefore not worry them unnecessarily. We should sometimes screen ourselves with the help of robots so that our hosts are not privy to the intimate side of our lives. Maybe right now, when we're talking to starship.”

Fai's blue-black nine-legged robot took a place in the middle of the room. Under her cloak, the televideophone's remote transmitter buzzed and the room was plunged into darkness. The astronauts sat down on the couch. On the opposite side, a green light flashed and the melodious notes of a riverside song sounded. The vague, flickering outlines of the people suddenly took precise shape, as if the remaining crew from the starship had suddenly found themselves in the Gardens of Coam and seated themselves beside their colleagues under the high ceiling of a palace chamber.

To conserve the batteries of the robots, whose energy they might need for more important things, each condensed their impressions of their first day on Tormance. The record was briefly won by Tor Lik. “A lot of pathos, words about greatness, happiness and security. In addition, there is fear everywhere and corps of guards who are not there to provide security, but to prevent anyone from getting to the rulers. The faces of the people are gloomy, not even the birds sing here.”

As the stereo image faded and the link to the starship broke, Rodis said: "I don't know about you, but the protective serum and biofilters make me drowsy." Everyone felt drowsy instead of the usual desire for activity. Evisa considered this a normal phenomenon and warned the astronauts that they would be sluggish for another three or four days.

The next morning, as soon as the Earthlings had had time to eat breakfast, a dignitary appeared at their place in black clothing stitched with bluish silver snakes. He invited Fai to a meeting with "the great Choyo Chagas". For the rest of the expedition, he suggested a walk through the Gardens of Coam for the time being, before it was time for them to go to the main intelligence center, where they would be given the necessary information by order of Choyo Chagas.

Fai Rodis blew her companions an air kiss and exited accompanied by a silent guard in purple who showed her the way with respectful bows. At one of the entrances, covered by a heavy curtain, he stood as if frozen, with his arms outstretched and his body bent at the waist. Fai pulled back the curtain herself, and at the same moment a heavy door opened, which, like everywhere else on Tormance, turned on hinges and did not sink into the walls like at home on Earth. She found herself in a room with dark green draperies and carved black wood furniture. Earthlings had seen him before from a starship in a televised broadcast on a secret channel.

Choyo Chagas stood there, his fingers lightly touching the changing crystal ball on the black pedestal. Close up, the "big one" bore little resemblance to his television image. He smiled smartly and encouragingly, motioning for Rodis to sit down.

She returned his smile and spread herself comfortably in the wide chair.

The host sat down nearby, leaning forward confidentially and crossing his arms as if he were going to listen patiently to his visitor.

"Now we can talk together, as befits a leader. Although starship is but a grain of sand compared to a planet, psychologically the responsibility and full power of both of us is the same.”

Fai wanted to argue that such wording was incorrect and offensive to an Earthling. But then she changed her mind.

It would be ridiculous and pointless to convince an oligarch of the principles of Earthly ethics in the United Hands era.

"What are the social norms on your Earth?" continued Choyo Chagas. "In what cases do you tell the truth?"

"Always!"

"It is impossible! There is no real, irrefutable truth.”

"There is its approach to the ideal, the greater the higher the level of social consciousness of man."

"What does consciousness have to do with it?"

"When most people realize that every phenomenon has a reverse and a face, that truth has two faces and is dependent on changing life..."

"So there is no such thing as absolute truth?"

"The pursuit of absolute terms is one of man's greatest mistakes. The result is one-sidedness, that is, a half-truth, and this is worse than an outright lie, which deceives fewer people and is not dangerous for a person who knows."

"And you always stick to this principle? Unwaveringly?”

“Unwavering!” Rodis said firmly, but she immediately remembered the scene she played on the starship.

"So tell me the truth, why did you appear on the planet Yan-Yakh?"

"I repeat what I said earlier. Our scientists consider you to be the descendants of the Earthlings of the fifth epoch of antiquity, on Earth called the Disunity era. Accordingly, you must be our direct relatives. Isn't that reason enough to get to know each other?”

"The nation of Yan-Yakh has a different opinion," said Choyo Chagas clearly. "But let's assume that what you said is correct. What's next?"

"Furthermore, it is natural for us to establish contact, exchange achievements, learn from mistakes, help each other in difficulties and unite as one family."

“That's what you're after! Join one family! So you Earthlings decided it for us! Join one family! Conquer the nation of Yan-Yakh. Such are your intentions!”

Fai straightened stiffly and looked intently at Choyo Chagas.

Her green eyes darkened. Some unknown force bound the will of the Chairman of the Council of Four. Suppressing an involuntary feeling of fear, he said,

“Even if our fears were exaggerated, you still showed up without asking us. Shall I list to you all the reasons why our planet indiscriminately rejects all arrivals from alien worlds?”

"And especially from a world whose people are so similar to you," Rodis finished with a thought that Chagas had not uttered.

He nodded his assent and glided over her with a suspicious look in his narrow eyes: "Are you psychic?"

"I cannot believe that the people of Yan-Yakh would refuse to look into the ocean of infinite knowledge that our planet and the Great Circle have opened up to them!"

"I do not know what it is."

"All the more so!" Rodis looked at Choyo Chagas in astonishment and leaned closer to him. "Isn't the main thing for you the multiplication of beauty, knowledge and harmony in man and in society?"

“That's your truth! But ours wants to limit knowledge, because it uncovers a threatening abyss of the universe, at the edge of which man realizes his nothingness and loses faith in himself. This undermines the value of the simple and beautiful feelings of life. To be happy means to live in accordance with the conditions in which one was born and in which one remains forever. He steps out of them, and death awaits him, there is nothing but a spark extinguished in the wind. And we did not create happiness for ourselves to be destroyed by foreigners, even if they claim to be related by blood to us!”

"The fortune of a mollusc, encased in a shell, liable to be crushed at any moment by the inevitable collision of circumstances, once on Earth and now called destiny in you."

"We remembered everything in advance!"

"Without high knowledge? What about the recent catastrophic consequences of overpopulation? Your entire planet is filled with graveyards, tens of billions of victims of backwardness and stubbornness,” Fai said bitterly. "That's how a civilization that has broken the balance between life and the environment, because it allowed spontaneous overpopulation, as it happens with some animal species! A sad and punishing outcome for a creature called Homo sapiens!”

"Goodbye! Do you know the history of Yan-Yakh? From where?” Choyo Chagas narrowed his eyes hostilely.

“That is only an excerpt from the report of an alien starship that observed your planet two hundred and seventy years ago. Your ancestors did not allow them to land. They also believed that they held the fate of the planet in their hands,” Fai said mockingly and fiercely, finally breaking through the shell of the vain confidence of the person in the chair in front of her.

Choyo Chagas jumped up and measured Rodis from head to toe with a look that made his subordinates' knees buckle and speech freeze. The Earthling stood up and regarded the ruler with a deliberate calm as an interesting phenomenon deserving of special attention. People from Earth long ago knew how to sense the psychological atmosphere of their surroundings and respond sensitively to it.

“Elimination of those who disagree is an ancient and antiquated way,” she said as if reading the ruler's mind. "You will ultimately be held accountable not only for emissaries from foreign worlds, but ultimately for the fate of your own nation as well."

"How so?" Chagas asked with pent-up fury.

"If researchers on the planet discover cruel treatment, deliberate misrepresentation of information, or obstacles to the path to knowledge leading to ignorance of the population, they can appeal to the arbitration of the Great Circle."

"And then?"

"We treat not only the diseases of individuals, but also of entire societies. And we pay special attention to the prophylaxis of social suffering. It should have been done on the Yan-Yakh planet apparently several centuries ago...”

"You came to advise when we were already out of the worst,” the Chairman of the Council of Four said calmly.

“You know that Earthlings were previously unable to cross the gigantic expanses of space. And we had no idea that our ancestors from Earth could penetrate such an unimaginable distance. If it weren't for the explorers from Cepheus... After all, why waste time? Try to put aside the role of almighty ruler. Help us to know you, try to know us. And your other decisions will also result from this.”

"And yours?"

"I alone cannot decide the fate of other people or my colleagues who rely on me. That's why I'm not a ruler in your concept.”

"I take note of that," said Choyo Chagas. He was nice again and put Rodis in his former place. "Have you thought about plans to explore our planet?"

Fai explained to him what the astronauts had agreed on the day before. Choyo Chagas listened attentively and had no objections to her astonishment. He stood looking thoughtfully at the crystal ball. Rodis finished speaking, and he, without taking his eyes off the ball, agreed to all the ways of his guests.

"I have only one condition," he turned suddenly to Fai, "that you yourself remain in the Gardens of Coam for the time being."

"Hostage?" Fai asked, half joking and half serious.

“Oh no, what do you think! I'd just like to be the first to learn something about my homeland," he answered ironically.

"Don't you know anything about her at all?" Cajo Chagas flinched imperceptibly and ducked away from her all-knowing eyes.

"Of course not! We come from the White Stars, as our scientists have discovered. You are completely different. You can't look at yourself dispassionately, and that's why you don't understand how different you are from us. Above all, the extraordinary speed of movements and thinking, connected at the same time with certainty and inner peace. All this can irritate a person to the point of fury.”

"It is bad. You are actually showing a hidden inferiority complex, which is the cause of all cruelty.”

"Nonsense! That seems only to you, people whose psyche is alien to us...”

Fai Rodis stood up so quickly that Choyo Chagas crouched like a beast in surprise. But the woman only touched the crystal ball, which fascinated her with its strange changeability and play of color shades.

"Such fortune telling balls for self-hypnosis were made on Earth only in Japan five thousand years ago. Ancient masters cut them from transparent natural quartz crystals. The main optical axis of the crystal is oriented along the axis of the sphere. Two orbs are required for divination. One will set the axis vertically and the other horizontally as your Tor...your planet. But where is your second ball?”

"She stayed with her ancestors on the White Stars."

"That's possible," Fai agreed nonchalantly, as if she'd lost interest in further conversation.

For the first time in his life, the Chairman of the Council of Four felt an unusual confusion. He lowered his head. They were both silent for a while.

"I will introduce you to my wife," Choyo Chagas said suddenly and disappeared noiselessly behind the draperies of green cloth. Fai remained standing, keeping her eyes on the orb, smiling faintly at her own thoughts. Then she suddenly reached to her waist and took out a tiny metal tube. She placed it against the base of the divining orb, and the insignificant, but sufficient for analysis, fragment of black wood was hers.

Little did Fai know that she had received an extraordinary honor. The private lives of the members of the Council of Four have always been kept secret. It was generally assumed that the representatives of power would not even lower themselves to such ordinary human affairs as marriage, since they could instantly get any woman on the planet as a lover.

In reality, however, the rulers chose their wives and mistresses only from a narrow circle of the most devoted people.

Choyo Chagas entered inaudibly and suddenly. Apparently it was his habit. He cast a quick glance to both sides before glancing at the motionless visitor.

"They're both in place," Rodis said quietly, "it's just..."

"What?" cried Chagas impatiently, taking two steps across the room and pulling aside the curtain, which was no different from the other coverings on the walls. A human stood in the space behind him, staring at his master with wide eyes. Chagas shouted angrily, but the guard wouldn't budge! So he rushed to the other side, but Rodis stopped him with a gesture.

"The other one doesn't see anything either!"

“Are these your pranks?” asked the ruler, beside himself with anger.

“I was afraid I'd run into the same misunderstanding as the incident with the window yesterday,” Fai admitted apologetically.

“Can you do that to everyone? With me too?”

"No. You belong to the fifth of people who are not subject to hypnosis. First you need to break your subconscious mind. After all, you yourself know it well... You have a concentrated and trained will and a powerful mind. You don't just subjugate people through fame, power, and related facilities. Despite the fact that you are also very good at that. For example, your reception hall, in which you sit in a high place in full light and in the darkness below you all the other, insignificant servants.”

"Is it badly thought out?" asked Choyo Chagas with an air of superiority. "But let's leave it at that. How did you do it with my guards?”

"Very easy. They are trained to meek, mindless obedience. This entails a loss of reasoning, a dullness and suppression of the will, which is a major component of mental stability and resilience. They are not personalities, but living machines with an embedded program. Nothing is easier then to change the program..."

Just as suddenly as her husband, an extraordinarily beautiful Torman woman stepped out from the screen. She was as tall as Fai, but much more subtle, and she moved with an unusual grace, apparently calculated for effect. Her matte black hair, slicked back over a high, smooth forehead, fell in heavy waves over her temples and the back of her head. Two entwined snakes with gaping jaws gleamed on her crown, a delicate work of light metal with a rose tint. A necklace of the same material in the shape of variegated squares, connected by pink stones of diamond brightness, encircled the high neck and fell in four glittering pendants to the hollow between the breasts, almost exposed in the elastic corset. The narrow shoulders, beautiful arms and most of the back were bare, which definitely did not correspond to everyday clothing on Tormance.

The long, slightly slanted eyes under the furrowed brows gazed intently and imperiously, the lips of the large mouth with slightly raised corners were tightly pressed, expressing displeasure.

She stood and casually surveyed her guest. Rodis was the first to meet her.

“Make no mistake,” she said softly, “you are undeniably beautiful, but you cannot be the most beautiful of all, like no one in the universe. Beauty has infinite shades, therein lies the diversity of the world.”

The ruler's wife narrowed her dark brown eyes and held out her hand in a magnanimous gesture that was both playful and childlike. Fai Rodis, who had already mastered Torman ways, gently squeezed her narrow palm.

"What do they call you, visitor from Earth?" she asked jerkily, her voice high and sharp as if giving an order.

"Fai Rodis."

"It sounds nice, even if we are used to different phonemes. I am Jantre Jachach, Yan-Yakh for short...”

“They named you after a planet!” Rodis exclaimed. "That's fitting for the wife of the Supreme Ruler."

A haughty smile flickered on the Torman woman's lips: "What's on your mind! They named the planet after me.”

"That's not possible! Rename the planet whenever a new ruler appears. What a tremendous and useless job it is to transcribe all the names, what confusion it will create in the books!”

"Worries about changing names, that's a little thing!" Choyo Chagas intervened in the conversation. "Our people don't have enough work, and they always find the strength to do it."

Fai Rodis was embarrassed for the first time. She stood in silence before the ruler of the planet and his wife.

Both of them sensed her distress in their own way and decided that it was an opportune moment to end the audience.

“There's an engineer waiting down in the Yellow Hall who was assigned to assist you in gathering information. He will always be here, and he will come as soon as you call him.”

“Did you say engineer?” Rodis asked to make sure. "I was counting on the historian. After all, I don't know anything about technology. Besides, here on Earth, history is the most important scientific discipline, the science of sciences.”

“It takes an engineer to have information. That's how it is with us." Choyo Chagas smiled benevolently.

“Thank you.” Fai bowed.

"Oh, we'll see each other more than once! When are you going to show me movies about Earth?”

"Whenever you wish."

"Good. I'll find some time and let you know. Now,” Choyo Chagas nodded to the draperies, “return them to their normal state.”

"You may signal them, they are free."

Chagas snapped his fingers and the two guards instantly came out of their hiding places with their heads down. One of them led Fai through the corridors into a hall hung with black curtains and covered with black carpets. From there, a staircase of black stone led in two semicircles to the lower golden yellow hall. The guard stopped at the balustrade and Fai went down alone. She felt a strange relief, as if with the gloomy blackness above, her fear for the fate of the expedition had disappeared.

In the middle on the yellow carpet stood a man, paler than normal Tormans. He had a thick and short black beard and resembled an ancient portrait from the Disunity era. A massively arched forehead, thick eyebrows above slightly protruding fanatical eyes, a thin black mustache... As if in a trance, he looked at the Earthling, descending the black staircase, whose surprisingly regular and firm facial features were half covered by a transparent label. Something inhuman emanated from the glow of her wide-open green eyes beneath straight brows. It is as if she is looking through him into the infinite distances that only she herself knows about. The Torman immediately understood that she was the daughter of a world that was not confined to a single planet, but was open to the expanses of space. After overcoming his initial embarrassment, the engineer approached the woman: "My name is Chonteelo Tollo Frael," he pronounced his three-part name, which indicated a lower rank, clearly.

"I am Fai Rodis."

“Fai Rodis, I was sent to be at your disposal. My name is complicated, especially for guests from an alien planet. Just call me Tael,” the engineer gave a shy, friendly smile.

Rodis understood that he was the first really good person she had met on the planet Yan-Yakh.

"Do you add titles and ranks to your names like we do on Earth?"

"No, nothing like that. Most of them are called Kzhi for short, that means people who live a short time. Scientists, technicians and artists are not subject to premature death, they can live a long time and are called Dzhi.

Fai thought about what she had heard, and the engineer nervously ran the toe of his shoe, which, unlike the soft shoes of the "Snake Bearers", was hard and creaking on the carpet.

"Would you like to take a walk in the garden?" he suggested almost meekly. "There we can..."

"Let's go... Tael," Rodis said, giving him a smile.

He paled, turned, and walked forward. Through the glass doors they descended into the park, among narrow avenues planted in a manner similar to those on Earth.

Fai looked around, wondering where she had seen anything like this.

Maybe in one of the third cycle schools in South America?

The disk-shaped flowers without crowns, bright yellow at the edges and dark purple in the middle, were nothing like Earth. Even the yellow funnel-shaped trees looked strange. Almost imperceptibly through the biofilters came the spicy scent of the blue-colored flowers that hung in clusters from the bushes around the oval meadow.

Rodis walked over to the wide bench and was about to sit down, but the engineer pointed vigorously to the other side, where there was a crown-shaped gazebo with blunt cutouts at the top of a conical hill.

"These are flowers for carefree relaxation. Just sit here for a few minutes and one falls into a numb stupor, without thoughts, fears or worries. Powerful rulers like to stay here, and the servants will then take them away at the appointed time. Otherwise, you can spend any length of time here."

The Torman and the visitor from Earth went up to the gazebo, from where there was a view of the Coam gardens. Down in the distance beyond the bluish walls of the park, a huge city lay at the foot of the plateau. Its glassy streets glistened like the surface of water. But there was no shortage of water in Coam's gardens.

Streams gurgled in pipes below the surface, and here and there they flowed into small pools. Discordant music, a mingling noise of voices, laughter and individual shouts echoed from the Vysokans gate all the way here.

"Is something going on there?" Rodis asked.

"Somewhere. It's just the guards and the garden staff.”

"And why are they so noisy? Don't the rulers need peace here?”

"I don't know. In the city, the noise is much greater. You can't hear it in the palace and they don't care about the comfort of others. After all, servants of rulers fear no one, if they are convenient for their masters.”

"Then they are very ill-mannered!"

"Why? What do you mean by that word?”

"Above all, the ability to control oneself, not to bother other people. This is the only way to make common life bearable for everyone without exception."

"Did you on Earth manage to do that?"

"So much more. We have reached the highest level of awareness and self-discipline, when one thinks first of others and only then of oneself."

"It is impossible!"

"And yet we managed to do it several millennia ago."

"Are you saying it hasn't always seemed that way to you?"

"Of course not. One had to overcome innumerable obstacles. But the most important and also the most difficult thing was to overcome myself."

The engineer did not answer. He listened to the distant noise of the radio and a mixture of human voices.

“Now tell me something about how information is stored on the planet Yan-Yakh. And help me get them.”

"What are you most interested in?"

“The history of the planet's settlement from the time your people came here to the present. It is especially important for me to know the periods of maximum population followed by sharp population declines. Of course, with economic data and a change in the ruling ideology."

“Everything about our arrival on the planet is secret. Likewise, it is forbidden to provide information about the periods of the Great Tribulation and the Wise Ban.”

"I do not understand that."

"The rulers of Yan-Yakh will not allow anyone to study the so-called forbidden historical epochs."

"Incredible! I think there is some misunderstanding here. For now, at least introduce me to history, which is allowed, but with accurate economic indicators and statistical data of computing machines.”

"The data of the computing machines is not shown to anyone and never has been shown. Individual eras are processed by specially selected people, and secretly. Only what is permitted is published.”

"Then what is the significance of such reports for science?"

"Almost none. Each period was shown by the rulers as it suited them.”

"Would it be possible to get the real facts?"

"Only indirectly, in manuscript memoirs and literary works that escaped censorship or destruction."

Fai Rodis stood up. The engineer also rose and stood with his head bowed. One could see that he was ashamed of his humiliating and slavish position as a scientist. Rodis put a hand on his shoulder.

"So we will," she said softly. “First a general outline of the history to the extent permitted, and then try to find anything left untouched by past censorships, forced corrections, and outright misinformation. Do not be sad, there were similar eras on Earth. And you will soon see what happened next.”

The engineer escorted her to the palace in silence.

* * *

CHAPTER VI

The price of paradise

* * *

"Evisa, where is Rodis?"

"I don't know, Vir."

"I haven't seen her in three days."

Chedi looked for her everywhere, from the Intelligence Center to the High Ruler's chambers, but they wouldn't let her in there.

"Fai disappeared after screening our stereos, just as Tivisa and Tor had flown to the rear hemisphere of Tormance, before Evisa would allow us to take off our suits," Vir said.

"Unfortunately," confirmed the doctor, "you have to put up with tight clothing for some time yet. I'm used to metal skin, but it's always a wonderful experience to get rid of the tubes and labels in front of my face. Biofilters get in the way a lot less... Here comes Gen Atal! Do you know anything about Rodis?”

"She's in the Hall of Clouds. I went up the black staircase and she walked next to Choyo Chagas, accompanied by the guards, who our Chedi has so little love for.”

"I don't like it all," said Vir Norin.

"Why are you getting excited?" Gen Atal asked with complete calmness. "Fai is sitting alone with Chagas. A ruler with a ruler, as she jokingly says.”

“These ill-bred rulers, exalted above all morality, resemble tigers. They are dangerous because of their uncontrolled emotions, which lead them to reckless behavior. And Fai's nine-legged is standing here turned off.”

"We'll see," the space defense engineer made a cross in the air.

In an instant, a robot came running to his feet with a golden brown hood like Gen's space suit. Within seconds, a cylinder on a tall leg emerged from the mechanical servant's metal shell and glowed with a violet-pink light.

On the wall of the room, a part of the control cabin on the Dark Flame began to come into focus, which now served as a place for direct communication and observation.

Neji Cholli's sweet face looked tired in the flashes of green, pale blue, and orange signals on the various counters.

The girl greeted Gen with an air kiss, but immediately sharpened her attention and asked, "Why not at the appointed time?"

"You have to look at the panel of life," said Gen.

Neja shifted her gaze to the light wall, where all seven green lights shone brightly and evenly.

“I can see it myself!” Gen exclaimed, saying goodbye to Neja and shutting down the robot.

"We know everything we need to," he told Evisa and Vir.

"Rodis is fine, she has her signal bracelet too, but maybe he's holding her..."

"Captive!" added Vir Norin.

"Who is she, in captivity?" Chedi shouted from behind.

“Fai Rodis! Vir saw her in Sále Chmur with Choyo Chagas three days ago, but we never met her at all."

"Then let's go to the Hall of Clouds and let Gen show us where they went." Impulsive Chedi stepped forward first.

At the end of the sickle-shaped corridor, they stepped onto the black carpets amid the columns and alcoves in the Hall of Clouds, as the astronauts called it.

Gen Atal approached the balustraded staircase, thought for a few seconds, and headed decisively towards the dark space between two closely spaced columns. A closed door could be seen behind them. Gen made several unsuccessful attempts to open it, then knocked forcefully.

"Who dares disturb the peace of the ruler of Yan-Yakh?" barked an angry voice amplified by electronic equipment.

“We, the people of Earth, are looking for our commander!” Vir Norin yelled through the amplifier.

"I do not know anything. Go back to your rooms and wait until the rulers see fit to show themselves to you!”

The Earthlings looked at each other. Chedi whispered something to Vir Nor, and the astronavigator laughed boyishly.

“The Lord of Tormance does so!” he snapped his fingers.

In a few seconds, a slight thump of a nine-legged machine was heard, and a red-purple robot appeared in the black hall.

"What do you intend Vir?" Evisa asked worriedly.

"Just so we don't hurt Rodis!"

"It won't get any worse. It's time to teach a little lesson to all the rulers and upstarts that abound here!”

Evisa stepped aside. She looked critical and curious at the same time. But Chedi and Gen enthusiastically followed Vir Norin.

At the astronavigator's command, the nine-legged man pulled out a round box on a thick ring-shaped cable. It glittered like a mirror.

“Close your ear filters,” Vir ordered.

An unimaginable scream broke the silence in the palace. The box formed a parabola in the air and the huge door flew open into a dark passage from which a startled scream could be heard.

At Vir's command, the ultrasonic nozzle disappeared under the robot, giving way to an ordinary sound speaker.

“Fai Rodis! Calling Fai Rodis!” Under the onslaught of a deafening roar, shards of glass began to fall from above. The lamp, suspended between the pillars, swayed and went out.

"We call Fai Rodis!" the robot screamed even louder and the Earthlings felt the floor disappear beneath their feet and they slid down the slanted corridor. It was so unexpected that despite the lightning reaction that astronauts excel at, Vir Norin was unable to shut down his mechanical assistant. And so the nine-legged creature kept summoning Fai from the opaque darkness of the dungeon where the four of them had fallen.

Vir Norin waved his hands in the air and the robot fell silent. The spotlights crossed the Earthlings' faces. They barely had to look around to find that they had fallen into a round underground shaft, the walls of which were of rough, roughly riveted iron. Low passages opened from five sides, and in each appeared a group of guards in purple uniforms. Mainly with weapons aimed at the astronauts.

At Vir's command, the nine-leg extended a protective field emitter, similar to a mushroom with a pointed cap. The captives calmly looked around, wondering how to get out of the trap. The carefree appearance of the disturbers of the hallowed silence of the palace infuriated the guard. Screaming, they rushed towards the group of Earthlings, but were thrown against the iron walls. In the passage to the left, people appeared each with an embroidered eye in a triangle on their chest.

"Disgusting device!" cried Chedi indignantly.

"Very sophisticated from their point of view," Gen Atal noted.

"I'm thinking about breaking through the ceiling and getting to the Yellow Hall," Vir Norin said hesitantly. "But we'll use up too much energy.”

“Wouldn't it be better to wait and see how the situation develops?" advised Evisa.

"I guess so!" agreed the astronavigator. The purple guards fired several shots. The astronauts heard nothing because the shielding field was soundproof, but they saw flashes of raspberry flame as it shot out of the barrel. Bullets bounced off the screen and bounced back at those who fired them. The attackers fell to the iron floor, their faces contorted in pain.

Vir Norin looked carefully at the battery discharge hand. He regretted that the four other able-bodied helpers stood uselessly shut off upstairs in the rooms, as Fai Rodis had requested, for fear of disturbing the strict rules of the hosts by some accidental signal.

Suddenly the confusion subsided... on Tormance everything happened suddenly, because the Earthlings did not know the mentality of the inhabitants of the planet or their ways of dealing with guests, and therefore could not predict the development of events. The purple guards disappeared into the passageways with the wounded, and Fain's signal rang out to the monotonous melody of the protective field.

"Vir, shut down the robot!"

The astronavigator breathed a sigh of relief, cleaned up the "mushroom" and heard Choyo Chagas' command in the amplifier for the guards with "eyes" to put an end to the misunderstanding and escort the guests upstairs to the rooms.

In a few minutes, a large elevator transported the four heroes to the bend in the corridor where the balconies to the Hall of Clouds began. Fai's silhouette was clearly visible by the open window to the garden.

A breeze blew through her short black hair. Chedi rushed to her first. Rodis put a hand on her shoulder. Her lips were smiling, but her eyes were sad, sadder than in the first few days on Tormance.

"You have caused confusion here, my dears!" she exclaimed without reproach. "I'm not a prisoner...yet!"

“ You didn't make yourself known for so long!” Evisa scolded her.

"Indeed, I acted wrongly. But I've seen so many things these days that I've completely forgotten about your concerns.”

"Anyway, they needed to sober up a bit here," Gen Atal sulked. "Life becomes unpleasant with the senseless prohibitions, dull self-confidence and fear that reigns everywhere."

"However, Fai needs to rest," Chedi interrupted.

Under the invigorating shower of negative ions, Fai reminisced about the days spent in Choyo Chagas's rooms, while the thin paws of the nine-legged friend massaged her with the light touches of biologically activated gloves. The experience she did shook her confidence in the plan she had prepared beforehand.

It all started with showing stereo films from Earth. The two robots created a transmission channel through which the Dark Flame began to transmit images from Earth life. It seemed like a miracle to the people of Yan-Yakh, as if real life from a distant planet had been transferred to the Tormans.

The members of the Council of Four, their wives, several higher dignitaries, and Engineer Tael watched the films with bated breath.

To the greatest astonishment of the Tormans, there was nothing mysterious or incomprehensible in any area of ​​life of that magnificent humanity.

They saw gigantic machines, automatic factories and laboratories in underground or underwater spaces.

In the constant physical conditions, the work of the mechanisms continued without ceasing, filling the disk-shaped buildings of underground warehouses with various products, from where the transport lines, also hidden underground, started. And under the azure sky, the space for human habitation was increasing.

The inhabitants of Yan-Yakh had a view of vast parks, wide steppes, crystal-clear lakes and clean rivers, the immaculate melting of mountain snow and the ice cap in the center of Antarctica.

After a long economic struggle, the city finally gave way to a system of star and spiral settlements, among which information and research centers, museums and art houses were scattered. Everything together formed a harmonious network, distributed in mild subtropical zones, which are most suitable for habitation. Other shots paid attention to the gardens at the schools of different cycles.

They stretched along the meridian lines and provided diverse living conditions for the growing generation.

At first, the Earthlings seemed too serious and focused to the inhabitants of Yan-Yakh. Their taciturnity, reluctance to joke, and outspoken aversion to pranks and crazy stunts, their constant busyness and reticence in emotional expressions seemed boring and dehumanizing to the talkative, impatient, and psychologically untrained Tormans.

Only later did the audience understand that these people are full of carefree gaiety, which does not stem from carelessness and ignorance, but from the awareness of their own strength and the unceasing care of all humanity. The simplicity and sincerity of Earthlings flowed from a deep knowledge of responsibility for every action and from the harmony of personality, brought into harmony with society and nature over thousands of generations.

There were no blind fortune hunters, and therefore no disillusioned people who stopped believing in everything. There were no psychologically weak individuals, acutely feeling their inferiority, which would poison them with envy and malice. Neither embarrassment nor tense fears, nor fear for the fate of one's own or those closest to them were reflected in the firm, regular faces.

The vivid images of the beautiful Earth evoked an intense, unprecedented longing in the small handful of Earthlings, cut off from their home planet by the endless abyss of space. The Tormans tried not to succumb to the powerful attraction of the world they saw, to convince themselves that the astronauts were only showing them specially prepared scenes. But gigantic shots on a planetary scale proved that stereofilms show the true, unadulterated reality. And when the inhabitants of Yan-Yakh finally believed their eyes, they were almost as painfully saddened as the Earthlings. Only the cause of their regret was different. It was as if they had been brought to a wide open gate of a garden, where everything was exposed to their lustful eyes, but at the same time completely inaccessible. And down below the palace crowded a crowded city of many millions, whose name Center of Wisdom suddenly sounded like irony on their poor, dusty planet.

"Perhaps this is enough for the first time?" Fai Rodis asked as she noticed the tiredness on the faces of the audience.

Choyo Chagas looked at the people around him. His wife Jantre pressed her hands to her bosom. Engineer Tael raised his head and tried to quietly wipe away the tears that ran down his thick beard. He had seen the same tears at Zeta Uga. A surge of inexplicable anger forced Chagas to raise his voice: "Yes, that's enough! It's quite enough!”

Fai looked blankly at the ruler and cut off the starship connection. The robots shut down and stowed away their emitters under cover. The audience began to disperse and Fai approached Choyo Chagas, who begged her not to leave with a gesture. When they were the only two left in the deserted hall, Chagas grabbed Rodis by the elbow for the first time, frowned slightly and let go of her hand again.

Fai laughed.

“I've gotten used to your face without the label, and I've forgotten that everything else is metal. Sometimes I think Earthlings are just robots with the heads of living people,” joked the ruler, ushering her into a familiar chamber with green draperies and a crystal ball.

“Maybe we're really just robots?” Fai answered with a question, a hint of coquetry and feminine defiantness in her gaze and smile.

Choyo Chagas had to exert all his will not to succumb to the powerful attraction of the woman from Earth. He turned away, opened a black cabinet and pulled out what looked like an ancient pipe. He settled into the chair opposite Rodis and started smoking.

Through a veil of strong-smelling smoke, the ruler gazed at the woman in front of him, his narrow eyes veiled in oblivion.

He was silent for so long that Rodis spoke first: “What did you mean by the words 'quite enough'? Didn't you like the country?”

"Technically, the films are perfect. We have never seen anything like this in our country."

"Isn't it just a matter of technique? I mean our planet.”

"I can't judge fairy tales. How am I supposed to know what's true and what's a lie when I know nothing of your planet but the pictures?”

Fai Rodis stood up, leaned lightly on the edge of the decorated table and looked intently at Choyo Chagas.

"You're lying right now," she said directly, without raising or lowering her voice, as the Tormans did. "Help me to understand you. You are a person of superior intelligence, why are you reluctant to speak directly and truthfully about your judgments and intentions?”

Choyo Chagas slowly stood up, cold and haughty. Fai didn't even move as he stopped in front of her with his neck out and his fists clenched on the table. They stared at each other in silence until the ruler stepped down again. He wiped his forehead with a delicate yellow scarf.

"We could destroy you," he bared his teeth in a smile that didn't bode well, "and instead you make me hold you accountable!"

"And the sacrifice weighs so much on you?" her voice rang with undisguised mockery. “Are you afraid that another starship will appear here and that they will both destroy your cities, palaces, factories? I know that you and your helpers will calmly accept the destruction of millions of inhabitants of Yan-Yakh, the destruction of a thousand years of work and the extinction of the great creations of human genius, If only you yourself remain alive! Am I right?!” she suddenly exclaimed harshly.

"Yes, Choyo Chagas testified. "And what else to regret? Worthless people with penny sentiments? Or surviving art that lies useless in piles in dusty museums? Or dangerous Dzhi fantasists?”

"They are people after all!" exclaimed Rodis.

"No, not yet!"

"And are you doing anything to make them become them? I don't understand you! There can be nothing more beautiful in life than helping people, especially when one has the power, strength and all the possibilities to do so. Didn't you even think about that, you miserable man?”

"Not me, you're unhappy! An old true saying says that for a woman there is only the present and the future, but never the past. What kind of historian are you, if you can't understand that the planet was flooded by a sea of ​​empty souls and drank, ate, trampled it to the very last place!”

Fai has already calmed down.

"Do you know that the human brain has a remarkable ability to correct not only visual but also thought distortions of the external world, created by the distortion of natural laws in a wrongly ordered society? The brain fights distortion by balancing it in favor of beauty, peace, goodness. I'm talking about normal people, of course, not psychopaths with an inferiority complex. Don't you know that people's faces are always beautiful from afar, foreign life seems interesting and foreign science important? This means that dreams of the beautiful, formed by thousands of generations, are stored in every person, and the subconscious leads us to the side of good more strongly than we think. How then can you refer to people as historical junk?”

"I'm starting to like your openness," said Choyo Chagas, smiling crookedly. "Just keep going!"

“I know you don't doubt our good intentions now. How many times have your people tried to pick up even an iota of hostility from any of us, even after attacking our starship at your command! Nothing happens here without the order of the Council of Four?!”

"Yes," the ruler confirmed again, as if controlled by the Earthwoman's magnetic power.

"If that's the case, then the reason is in the perceived danger that comes from us. I understood that you want to forbid us to show films about the Earth to people on Yan-Yakh, but then you have to act from the motives dictated by your worldview and system of opinions. We Earthlings have not observed in your primitive propaganda any deep interest in the improvement of society and people. Only a handful of leaders care about maintaining the existing order. It has destroyed hundreds of states and millions of people in Earth's history. Not long ago, you experienced an overpopulation disaster here...”

Fai Rodis broke off her speech and stared in astonishment at the distorted features of the Torman ruler. Choyo Chagas lost control of himself for the first time.

"Enough! I do not want this! Nothing more about Earth! I hate cursed Earth, the planet of endless suffering of my ancestors!”

“Your ancestors?” Rodis called out, her throat tightening as she realized her assumption had been confirmed.

"Yes, mine and yours! It is a secret, guarded for many centuries, and its disclosure is punishable by death!”

"Why?"

"So that dreams of the past, of another world, do not arise. They would alter the foundations of our lives. One does not need to know the past, to look for strength in it. History must be cut at the very root and begin with the moment when the tree of humanity took hold on Yan-Yakh."

Choyo Chagas stood thoughtfully for about a minute, then sat down and pointed Rodis to the chair. He smoked while intently gazing into the crystal ball while the visitor from Earth sat motionless as a statue in the deepest silence of the ruler's chambers.

Chagas swept his gaze over her absent-minded figure, and then stood up determined. From a secret stash he pulled out a set of ancient key-like devices. With one of them, short and strong, he opened an invisible door of thick metal, turned something inside, and carefully closed it again.

"Let's go," he said simply, pulling back the green curtain in front of the narrow door.

Fai followed him without hesitation. Choyo Chagas walked with his head down and without looking back through the dark corridor, dimly lit by the dull glow of eternal gas lamps. He turned only at the elevator door and let Rodis into the cabin. A rarely used mechanism creaked. The cabin was going down at lightning speed. Waiting for upward movement, Fai held her breath. They descended to a considerable depth and emerged into a passageway, along one side of which were rails and iron supports.

Choyo Chagas looked back, led his companion into a small dark wagon and sat down at the control levers. He turned on the track searchlight and the wagon set off into the opaque darkness with a rumble worthy of prehistoric earth railways.

Fai smiled at the excited ruler and indulged in the mesmerizing flicker of the vertical, multi-colored glowing marks. She started singing to herself. She noticed that Choyo Chagas was listening attentively and often looked back at her in quick flashes of signaling luminophores.

"What's that song?" he asked intermittently as he increased the already frantic flight of the wagon.

"Plunge into stagnant water and search for, rescue from the muddy bottom..." She translated.

"Just this?" exclaimed Choyo Chagas.

"And what did you expect?"

“Something military. It has a melody full of rhythm and power,” he said, slamming his brakes in front of a square of purple phosphor.

They entered the dark underground. Only the lines of the pointers shone faintly on the floor, as if they were swimming in the dark.

Chagas gently took Fai's hand. He approached the square pillar, looked for a small opening, opened it and listened.

"I need to make sure the switch in my room hasn't tripped," he explained to Rodis. "Otherwise, trying to open the safe with the door relay will kill everyone on the spot."

Using the other key from the bundle, he opened another opening, grasping the missile-like handle and forcefully pulling it towards him. A silver bolt slid out and at the same moment a heavy door opened into a brightly lit vast hall. No sooner had they entered than the ruler pressed a button and the door closed.

Fai looked around as Chagas leaned over a wide stone table, moving something on it and clicking tumblers, similar to the levers of ancient electronic machines that Rodis had seen many times in historical films and museums. The room also resembled a museum. Rows of glass cabinets and shelves reached high, the tightly closed drawers were painted with ancient hieroglyphs. The steps of the portable steps were gray with dust, somewhere the traces of those who climbed them to the upper shelves were still preserved.

Choyo Chagas straightened up, solemn and pale. To the visitor from Earth he looked like an ancient high priest, like a guardian of the forbidden arts, and indeed he was.

"Do you know where we've come?"

"I understood. This is where what you... what your ancestors brought back on starships from Earth is kept.” Fai tensed up with excitement. It was a tremendous thing for a researcher of the Disunity to get into the storehouse of information about what was probably the darkest period in the epoch of great upheavals on the eve of the United World era! She touched with sacred reverence the enormous counter, apparently dismantled from an ancient spaceship, one of those that bravely plunged into the unexplored and, as it later turned out, extremely complicated abysses of space.

Choyo Chagas nodded encouragingly and pointed the confused Fai to a row of massive tables made of metal and plastic.

"I understand that everything here is very interesting for you. But don't forget that we are continuing our conversation. And you now, you will watch the films brought by my ancestors as a reminder of the planet from which they fled. They fled with a faint hope of rescue, but found an intact planet and new life in exchange for the old. When doubt and uncertainty overcome my weary nerves, I come here to feed on hatred and draw new strength from it.”

"You hate what, who?"

"To Earth and its humanity!" said Choyo Chagas with conviction. “Let's look at the series I have chosen. Then I will not be forced to explain to you the motives why I banned your stereo films. Who would not doubt the truth of the scenes you are projecting, having seen the history of your paradise before?” said the ruler with great bitterness. “How did it happen that a plundered, neglected planet turned into a beautiful garden, and hostile, distrustful people became loyal friends? What weapons, what fetters of iron fear, Keep the nations of the earth in such discipline? Besides, how are you going to tell me? You can drug a person. I've experienced it myself. Do you remember the legend of Circe, the sorceress who turned people into pigs? Sometimes it seems to me that you are so Circe...”

"Meeting Circe was a touchstone for every man, it was supposed to show if he is human even in the field of love relationships. Sexual magic works only on people with a low level in the concept of Beauty and Eros. Do you want to try it?” suggested Rodis.

Indescribably changed, she stared at the ruler with wide-open commanding eyes and arched her regent's figure defiantly.

A dark force bound the mind of Choyo Chagas as if a mighty spring had begun to develop in him, taking away his breath, pressing his jaws and paralyzing his muscles with violent desire.

"I don't want to!" he shouted furiously.

Fai tore her gaze away, the ruler landed heavily on the edge of the table and pressed the levers.

The light went out, the underground wall disappeared, engulfed in an image that even surpassed the usual televideophones in its depth.

Rodis forgot everything around her and transported herself to the distant past of her home planet.

Earth's history, as written and taught by distant ancestors, tried to conceal the true price that had to be paid for waging wars, changing rulers and civilizations. In the earliest times, film documentation did not yet exist.

The most serious historical events had to be reconstructed.

But film reconstructions from the late Disunity set out to show that all human efforts to create beauty, bring order to the Earth, desires for peace work and knowledge of nature were utterly useless and ended only in suffering and destruction. Rodis had never seen the snippets of documentary footage edited into feature films about the last periods of the Disunity. Mass murders have increased in scale, in proportion to the growth of the population on the planet and the development of powerful technology. People perished by the hundreds of thousands and millions. The prehistoric destroyers of the human race did not even dream of something similar. Atomic bombs wiped out huge cities from the face of the earth in a matter of seconds.

In naval battles, aviators threw their machines like incendiary bombs onto the decks of gigantic ships. People, weapons, pieces of machinery flew into the air in fiery whirlwinds. Submarines unexpectedly emerged from the depths of the sea to destroy the enemy with rockets with thermonuclear charges...

"Wake up, Earthling," Fai heard the voice of Choyo Chagas.

She winced and he turned off the projector.

"You didn't know all this?" he asked a little mockingly.

"We don't have that many films from the past," she replied, as if only now coming back to reality. “After the departure of your spaceships, there was one more great battle on Earth. Our ancestors never thought of hiding documents in the sea or underground. A lot of things have gone to waste.”

Choyo Chagas looked at the clock. Fai stood up.

"I have wasted a lot of your time. Forgive me and thank you.”

The Chairman of the Council of Four stood there for a moment, as if pondering something.

“I really can't stay with you any longer. But if you want...”

"Definitely!"

"You'll need a few days!"

"I can go without food for a long time. I just need water.”

"You can find it here." Choyo Chagas opened another small door with the third key. That's my own water supply line,” he smiled. “You can drink without worry. You'll be locked in here, but I'll leave the alarm box open. Do not try to leave alone. There are too many pitfalls. You cannot see the material from the past centuries earlier than in three days. Can you stand it?” 

Fai Rodis nodded silently.

"I will come to you myself. The microcoils with the rewound originals are in those drawers here. Live happily! That's what people here say to each other when saying goodbye."

Rodis held out a friendly hand to him. He held her in his, squeezed and looked deep into the visitor's shining eyes, which were so significantly different from everything he had ever known not only on his home planet, but also from the old films of the Earth that his ancestors had renounced.

Then suddenly the strange person let go of her hand or rather pushed it away and disappeared through the door. The massive armor plate slammed down with a noise like the blow of a mechanical hammer.

Rodis began doing breathing exercises and concentration exercises to energize her body for the work ahead. She didn't just want to watch, but also to remember everything.

It was too late for her to think of making a recording with the help of a nine-footer, and who knows if the capricious ruler of the planet would agree to her going here again.

As Fai sorted through the reels, she saw that Chagas had shown her a series labeled "Man to Man". The second and third reels were titled "Man to Nature" and "Nature to Man".

The films "Man and nature" showed how forests disappeared from the surface of the Earth, rivers dried up, fertile soil was destroyed, torn apart by winds or saturated with salts, how lakes and seas disappeared, flooded with waste and diesel. Vast areas of land, excavated by mining operations, were loaded with piles from shafts or muddied by fruitless attempts to retain drinking water in the disturbed balance of the water cycle on land.

The images, taken in the same places over several decades, were an indictment of humanity. Instead of massive forests of cedars, sequoias, araucarias, eucalyptus and other giants of tropical zones, only insignificant scrubs crouched near the ground. Silent, insect-eaten trees stood where people had exterminated the birds. What followed were whole fields of dead wild animals, poisoned by the inexpert use of chemicals. And again came pictures of the wasteful burning of millions of tons of coal, oil and gas, accumulated over billions of years of Earth's existence; the wood was destroyed endlessly. Mountains of broken glass, bottles, rusted iron, and indestructible plastics covered the surface of the planet. Worn shoes piled up in trillions of pairs, forming shapeless piles taller than the Egyptian pyramids.

The "Nature to Man" series was the most unpleasant of all.

It showed footage from recent centuries in which the destructive power of technology collided with huge masses of people. Human individuality was disappearing, melting away in the ocean of universal horror and suffering. Gigantic cities, abandoned due to lack of water, are left only with crumbling heaps of concrete, iron and cracked asphalt. Huge hydroelectric plants were covered in clay, dams were destroyed by earthquakes and shifts in the earth's crust. Bays and sea straits rotted because their biological regime was disrupted, streams were poisoned by the accumulation of heavy water from the accelerated evaporation of small artificial pools on dammed rivers. Along the desolate shores ran hideous streaks of dead foam, either blackened by diesel fumes or white by the millions of tons of detergents dumped into seas and lakes.

Doctors waged a desperate battle against ever-increasing diseases.

Bacteriological centers suppressed epidemics attacking humanity from the outside. But an unexpected enemy began to destroy a person from within. All kinds of allergies appeared and proliferated, the most terrible consequences of which were cancer, hereditary defects, and psychological inferiority. Medicine was not prepared for new forms of disease. The harsh living conditions of the past led to premature heart wear, so people full of energy and desire for activity died prematurely.

Fai Rodis was shaken by the sight, although she understood that films of ancient stargazing had been specially selected.

People who hated their planet and ceased to believe that humanity would be able to rise from the hell of disordered life, took with them everything that belittled the whole civilization, so that future generations would imagine the abandoned Earth as a place of unimaginable suffering, where there is no return for any circumstances. Apparently the same sense of complete detachment from the past compelled the ancestors of today's Tormans, when they were strangely fortunate enough to discover an uninhabited planet perfectly suitable for life, to claim that they came from the mythical White Stars and that they were the descendants of a powerful and wise civilization. Nothing stood in the way of them later showing films about Earthly horrors. Against them, current life on Tormance would seem like utter paradise.

But now it was dangerous to disturb the deep-rooted faith in the supreme wisdom of the White Stars and their guardians. And there were certainly other motives as well.

Rodis got up. She stripped off her pseudo-Torman outfit of fine fabric, went through a complex set of exercises, and ended with an impromptu dance. The nervous train of thought stopped and Fai was able to think calmly again. She sat down at the end of the massive table in the classic pose of the ancient Eastern sages and focused so much that everything around her disappeared.

Only the home planet remained before her mental vision.

Even she, a specialist for the darkest and most critical epoch in the development of Earthly humanity, could not until then imagine the entire breadth and depth of the inferno through which the world had passed on its way to a reasonable and free life, before, after the epochs of the Disunity, the United World and the Joint Work, she finally entered happy era of United Hands...

Fai was so deep in her thoughts that she didn't even hear when Choyo Chagas carefully opened the armored door. The main lighting was off. Only the pale rays of purple gas lamps criss-crossed in the gloom of the underground hall. Choyo Chagas did not immediately understand that he was seeing his visitor in a tight-fitting spacesuit, and he looked at her hungrily.

Fai came back to reality again, jumped down slightly from the table and, under the fixed gaze of Choyo Chagas, approached the chair where her clothes lay. He stopped her with a hand gesture. She looked at him incomprehendingly and fixed her hair.

"Are all women on earth so beautiful?"

"I'm pretty ordinary myself," Fai smiled and added, "Does it give you pleasure to see me in a space suit?"

“Of course. You are beautiful.”

Fai twisted the delicate garment into a fluffy cocoon and wrapped it around her head like a turban. He sat a little askew and gave her regular features a carefree, slightly mischievous expression.

Choyo Chagas turned on the overhead light and stood looking at her with undisguised enthusiasm.

"Could there be a more beautiful woman in star flight than you?"

"Of course. Maybe Olla Dez, but she won't be here.”

"Unfortunate."

“I'll ask her to dance for you.” They returned to the green room that Fai had left three days ago. Choyo Chagas suggested that she rest, but Fai refused.

"I'm in a hurry. I feel guilty in front of my friends. They must be worried about me. Because of the films from the past of our planet, I quite forgot about them. But I am very grateful for your openness and trust! You can easily imagine how important it is for a historian to come across documents and works of ancient art long lost on Earth."

"You are one of the few who saw it," said Choyo Chagas harshly.

"So you are asking me to promise not to discuss this with the inhabitants of your planet?"

"Exactly!"

Rodis offered her hand, and again Choyo Chagas tried to hold it in his own, but then there was a slight rustling of the intercom. The ruler turned to the table and said some unintelligible words. Shortly after, an angry engineer, Tael, entered the room. He stood at the door in a respectful attitude and bowed to Choyo Chagas without immediately noticing Rodis in the back of the room.

"Guests from Earth are looking for their commander. They came to the Hall of Decision and brought one of the nine-legged devices with them. What are your orders?”

“None. Their commander is here, and she'll join them right away. But you will stay here for the meeting.”

Engineer Tael turned and froze. In metal and a rather provocative black turban, under which her green eyes shone, Rodis seemed to him a powerful being from an unknown world.

She stood freely and confidently, which was impossible for a Yan-Yakh woman, completely exposed and at the same time so distant and inaccessible that he felt a desperate pain.

Fai gave him a friendly smile and turned to the Chairman of the Council of Four: "Will you allow me to meet you again soon?"

"Of course. Don't forget your Olla and her dance!”

Fai Rodis came out. She now walked unaccompanied through empty corridors and deserted halls. In the first of these, with pink walls painted with black cuneiform characters and broken lines, stood a woman. She recognized the ruler's wife, who gave her name to the entire planet. Jantra Jachach's beautiful lips curled into a haughty smile, the crooked curve of her brows sharpened unpleasantly.

"I see your game, but I did not expect such audacity and shamelessness from an educated alien commander!"

Fai remained silent, recalling in her mind the semantics of words already forgotten on Earth. This made the Torman woman even angrier.

"I won't let you walk around like this!"

“In what form?” Fai looked at herself in confusion. “Oh, I think I understand. But your husband said it gave him pleasure.”

"He said!" Jantre Jachach gasped in anger. “You don't realize that you are extremely shameless!” she looked at Fai with exaggerated disgust.

“According to your manners, my clothes are not suitable for the street,” agreed Rodis, “but at home? Your suit, for example, I find much more beautiful and far more provocative.”

In a low corset, with bare breasts and a short skirt made of narrow stripes that revealed bare thighs with every movement, the Torman really looked more naked than Rodis.

"Besides," Fai gave a barely perceptible smile, "I'm completely unapproachable in this metal."

“You Earthlings are either extremely naive or very clever. Don't you understand that you are as beautiful as any woman on my planet? Beautiful, strange and dangerous to our men... Just by looking at you...” Jantre pressed her hands together nervously. "How can I explain it to you? You are used to a perfect body, it has become the norm for you, but for us it is an exceptional gift...”

Fai placed her hand on Jantre Jachach's bare shoulder.

She fell silent and retreated.

"Forgive me," Fai said. She bowed slightly, untangled her turban, and immediately got dressed.

"But you promised my husband some dances?"

"Yes, and I will have to fulfill that. I don't think you can be uncomfortable. Contact with the ruler of the planet is a special matter and concerns contacts between our worlds.”

"And I have no say in this?" the Torman woman flared up again.

“No!” Rodis confirmed and Jantre Jachach disappeared, speechless with rage.

Fai stood thoughtfully for a moment, then slowly made her way through the hall. Heavy fatigue dulled her usually keen sensibility.

She passed through the second yellow and cinnamon hall and had just entered the last, dimly lit corridor that connected the ruler's room to the astronaut section of the palace when she sensed someone's gaze. From the darkness came a muffled sound, like a startled and embarrassed cry. With all her willpower, Rodis stepped outside, and at that moment a crouched person ran behind her in the direction she had come from before.

Just then, something dully rumbled downstairs. The squeal of the nine-footed, calling Rodis, penetrated the most remote corners of the palace.

The guards ran out. It was the same moment when the "rescue team" fell through the floor in the Hall of Clouds, or Decision, as it was officially called.

Until now, the Earthlings had not understood that the palace guards and the lowest commanders could not be seen as normal, albeit undereducated and ill-behaved people who would be held accountable for their actions. No, the “Purples" were morally defective and psychologically broken beings, incapable of their own judgment and utterly devoted to the will of the supreme chiefs. The astronauts came to such a conclusion when they assessed the situation after Fai's brief report.

“We've all made a lot of mistakes.” Rodis scanned the group with laughing eyes. "Should I reprimand you when I myself feel the urge to somehow stir things up and break the iron stubbornness that wants to preserve the monstrous conditions here?"

"Staying in information warehouses, ancient temples, and other tucked-away buildings, filled to the brim with piles of books, notebooks, maps, and documents, totally depressed us,” Chedi said. “Everything is moldy and sometimes half rotten. Sorting and leveling at least one such warehouse will require hundreds of diligent workers. And there are about three hundred similar institutions on the planet.”

"In the arts, the situation is no better," remarked Gen Atal. "The Houses of Music, Painting and Sculpture exhibit only what the Council of Four and its closest servants like. Everything else, whether old or new, is thrown in closed buildings where no one goes. I looked into one of them. There are heaps of old canvases and whole pyramids of jumbled statues, covered in a thick layer of dust. One's heart sinks when looking at that cemetery of enormous creative work, dreams and hopes that Yan-Yakh's humanity has realized in this way!”

"Everything is quite clear. If we stay here, we will see nothing but what they want to show us,” Evisa said.

"We'll end up delivering a grossly distorted picture of Tormantian life to Earth, and our expedition will be of scant benefit!"

“So what do you propose?” asked Vir Norin.

"Mixing in with the regular crowd on the planet," Evisa answered firmly. "In the next few days, we can take off our spacesuits and our metallic appearance won't deter those around us."

“Take off the spacesuits? What about the assassins' weapons?” Gen Atal exclaimed.

"And yet we have to do it," said Rodis calmly. "Otherwise people will avoid us. And only they can give us an idea of ​​life here, its content and goals. It would be nonsensical to think that seven people can sift through huge piles of neglected information and become familiar with it. We need people from different places, different walks of life and professions. The profession is very important for the residents here, they choose one for life."

"And yet they work poorly," noted Chedi. “Tivisa and Tor inspected the planet's biological institutes and were surprised at how unusually desolate their nature reserves and parks were. Everywhere depleted, dying forests, completely degenerated fauna. Evisa, let us put the spacesuits away as soon as possible!”

"You must be patient for six more days." The astronauts began to disperse to their rooms to prepare the regular transmission for the Dark Flame.

“Did you wish to see Veda Kong? Then let's go," Rodis suddenly turned to Chedi.

The long unused black robot clung to the couch.

Fai took out the still-sealed star crystal of the memory machine and unwrapped the foil. The garnet red color promised a lyrical biography. A few manipulations, and a living apparition arose in front of the tall, gray-coated wall. Stereofilms from the era of the Great Circle were no worse than today, and Veda Kong entered the room through the intervening centuries and sat down in a modern chair of finely woven metal across from Rodis and Chedi.

"I engaged the fifth beam," Fai whispered excitedly.

"I will also see the film myself for the first time. It is from the last decade of her life when she finished deciphering the war history of the Fourth Period of the Disunity Era...”

Chedi sat down at the far end of the sofa, so she could see Veda Kong and Fai Rodis at the same time, as if they were sitting opposite each other. Two women from different eras. Veda from the era of the Great Circle, Fai from the era of the United Hands... Every schoolgirl on Earth knew Veda Kong, the explorer of the underground warehouses, the heroine of old tales, the lover of two outstanding men of her time, Erg Noor and Dar Vetro, and the friend of the legendary Ren Boz. Chedi compared the well-known image of the historian with the living successor of her work. Fai didn't have to fight her way through mountains of rocks and snares of security devices.

In the depths of space, at a distance unimaginable even for the people of Veda Kong’s era, Rodis found an entire planet that seemed to have saved itself from the then critical period of Earth humanity. Chedi studied Veda's soft face with kind gray eyes and a dreamy smile with childlike enthusiasm. Her head bowed slightly under the weight of her thick braids.

Her girlish figure remained untouched by age, but it seemed to Chedi that, compared to the films of her youth, some secret sorrow permeated Veda's entire being.

In the period of the Great Circle, the type of earth man was perfected. Until the end of the era of Joint Work, characterized by the mixing of various races and nationalities, there were two main anthropological categories: Neanderthaloid with a solid, massively built skeleton, and Cromagnoid, of finer composition and tall stature, more sensitive and mentally unstable.

It was the task of the geneticists to select the most ideal characteristics from each group and combine them into a harmonious whole, which they succeeded in during the epoch of the Great Circle. In the United Hands era, the purity of the type was even more pronounced, as Chedi saw when she compared Fai's ascetic, stone-carved face with Veda Kong's soft features.

Fai Rodis represented the next stage in the process of increasing man's energy and universality, as could only be consciously developed by a society that eschewed pernicious specialization. She was in every way stouter and tougher than a woman from the era of the Great Circle. It showed in the outline of a strong body with a solid frame and a head set on a high but not slender neck, in the unyielding gaze of the eyes, which were more widely spaced than Veda's, and in the proportionately broader forehead and more massive chin.

In addition to the outward features of greater physical and mental strength, Fai Rodis also differed from Veda internally. If everyone clung to Veda without reservations and with trust, Rodis would seem to have a circle around it, the boundaries of which could only be overcome with effort.

Science aroused in people love at first sight, Fai respect mixed with awe.

Veda Kong turned to the unseen audience: “I will now sing two wartime songs from the Disunity era, recently translated by Tir Twist. The melody remained unchanged.”

Someone's hands handed Veda a light musical instrument with a wide, flat soundboard and strings on a long fingerboard.

Beneath the woman's fingers, drawn sounds of simple and tender melodies sounded like falling tears.

"Bullet request," Veda said, her sonorous alto voice filling the vast palace chamber.

"Send me, God, a fatal bullet, for your mercy is endless...", Chedi repeated. "How could society bring a man apparently calm and brave to the point where he begged for a bullet?" 

She found the second song even more incredible: “Happy who are dead!

The planes thundered

tanks roll and bullets rain down

and the living cowered in terror

and mountains of the dead pile up...”

Veda Kong sang, her head bowed to the longing-sounding strings. And on her lips, made for a sincere smile, a hitherto unknown bitter feature appeared.

As soon as Veda's image disappeared, Fai stood up and said bitterly: “Veda Kong was the best at making us feel the boundless suffering our ancestors went through.” She then opened the side wall of the nine-footer and pulled out a diamond-shaped crystal ripple music box. She picked it up on the outstretched fingers of her left hand and ran her right palm over it several times. There was a great and ominous music, rushing like an avalanche, and in it the dissonant chords of drawn-out notes sank and stuttered. But the muffled plaintive sounds grew stronger, coalesced, and finally swirled like a whirlwind of curses and mockery.

Chedi involuntarily crouched down.

The sounds fell now, then rose again, and swirlingly dissolved into a muffled roar. Immediately there was a deafening scream and roar like the explosion of an atomic bomb, and the music suddenly stopped.

"What was that?" Chedi asked with bated breath.

“Farewell to the Planet of Sorrow and Wrath, the fifth period of the Disunity. The desire to destroy life on the planet, which failed, actually found its realization in the escape of the ancestors of today's Tormans.

"And yet our Earth rose again and became whole!"

“Yes, but not all of humanity. Here on Tormance, everything repeats itself.”

* * *

CHAPTER VII

Eyes of the Earth

* * *

The Dark Flame stood like a wild cliff on the dry and desolate seaside steppe. The wind had already blown a jumbled layer of fine sand onto the baked ground around the starship. Not a single living track crossed the sloughed deposits. The chatter of the patrolling guards or the noise caused by the engines of the transporters occasionally reached the Earthlings through the air filters that let sound through.

The astronauts knew that the guards were there to prevent contact with the Tormans, not to protect the guests from alleged criminals. An attempt by one gang to attack a spaceship was a state action. He did not catch the crew off guard, and the night vision devices recorded the details of the "battle". The fight didn't actually happen. The "Purples", who suddenly began shelling the corridor and pounced on its surface equipment, were thrown back by the protective field and wounded by their own bullets. Overzealous from lack of experience, Neja Cholli engaged the field suddenly and with great intensity. No one has come close to the Dark Flame since those days. To a casual pedestrian, it might seem that the starship has been completely abandoned for a long time.

The crew members were waiting for full acclimatization. Then they will be able to build an uncovered corridor and open the spacecraft's hatches to save the air supply from Earth. Olla Dez and Div Simbel dreamed of an expedition to the sea, Grif Rift and Sol Sajin mainly thought about how to establish contact with the inhabitants of Tormance. It was only with difficulty that they began to orient themselves in the life of a planet that was close to them in terms of people, but foreign in its history, social organization, customs and unknown intentions.

Patience was one of the chief qualities of a well-behaved Earthling, and waiting would have been much better tolerated if the astronauts had not been concerned about their fellows, who had plunged into the flow of life on a foreign planet, at the mercy of its laws, which they did not know. The crew had to be constantly ready to rush to their aid.

All star flight connecting channels converged to two locations: Area 46 in the rear hemisphere and a twin channel directed to the Center of Wisdom. They rose above the planet to the reflective transatmospheric layer, from there they cascaded down, occupying a wide space like a giant funnel. The emitters of the main channel resembled the eyes in the Dark Flame dome, glowing glassy blue during the day and glowing with yellow fire at night. Those watchful eyes filled the Tormans with fear. Inside the ship in the spheroid of the control cabin, one of the astronauts was constantly on duty, watching the seven green lights at the top of the slanted counter.

At night, men usually watched, accustomed to night vigil probably from their ancestors, even from the time when dangerous predators crept around the settlements of primitive man after dark.

Week after week went by, and regular televideophone meetings of the expedition members eased the burden of separation and danger. Div Simbel even suggested that they switch the optical indicators to the alarm device and stop keeping the service at the counter. But Grif Rift rejected his apparent refinement: “We have no right to deprive our friends of careful care. For them, it means a support and a connection with this piece of the Earthly world," the commander covered the space of the starship with a sweeping gesture. "On Earth, an attentive and understanding environment surrounds us everywhere. Here, at every turn, everything is foreign, confusing and hostile. We have never been so alone, and the inner loneliness is worse than the distance from the world we are used to. It's depressing in such difficult conditions.”

One evening, Grif Rift sat in front of the personal signals desk, his elbows on the shiny board, his heavy head resting in his hands.

Sol Sajin approached him slowly and silently from behind.

"What are you wandering about, Sol?" Grif asked without turning around. "Is something bothering you?"

"I feel like a runner who took off too hard from the start and dropped far before the finish line. I have a hard time enduring forced inactivity.”

"Did you decide to collect and sort the reports you received?"

"That's work that's not worth talking about. We rarely manage to get anything decent. The problem is that the Tormans do not cooperate with us, on the contrary, they often directly hinder us.”

"Wait a little while longer. We will establish a connection with the people, and not with the institutions of power.”

"So be it! One wishes so much to do something good for the Tormans! And with more success. But so that he starts smoking some light narcotic.”

“What are you saying, Sol!” Engineer Sajin raised his head, his thin face with taut, smooth skin taking on an unhealthy hue in the green glow.

"Perhaps it is inevitable in our circumstances?"

"What do you mean Sol?"

"Impotence. We cannot break through one of the strongest walls they have surrounded us with, the psychological one.”

"Why can't we? If I were you, I would use my knowledge and design talent and prepare the most important devices for the inhabitants of Tormance. They will need them very much.”

"And what do you think is most important?"

“Host and weapon indicator. One and the other in maximally miniature dimensions, about the size of a button, perhaps in the form of a small clip or a woman's earring."

"And the weapons?"

"Yes. From VBT bombs to beam launchers.”

"VRT? Can you think of such a thing and yet find it immoral when I talk about smoking narcotics? What human lives were destroyed by VRTs two millennia ago, not only here, but also on other planets!”

"And how many did they save by destroying hordes of assassins?"

"I can't tell you the truth. This was necessary in prehistoric times and we only know about it from books. I can't...” Sol Sajin trailed off when he saw the commander suddenly straighten up.

The left green eye darkened, blinked about twice, and shone with a uniform brightness again. Grif's focused face came to life, instinctively clenched fists opened. Sajin breathed a sigh of relief. They were both silent for a long time.

“Rift, you love her very much?” The engineer lightly touched his hand. "I'm not asking out of curiosity," he said resolutely, "because I, too—"

"Who is that?" Rift asked interruptedly.

"Chedi!" Sol Sajin replied, catching a hint of astonishment in the commander's look, adding, "Yes, little Chedi, not great Evisa!"

Rift gazed at the upper left light, his fingers gingerly touching the outer row of buttons as if tempted to call up the Tormantian capital.

"Rodis is constantly risking her life, it keeps her away from me. And the shadow of death also stands behind me.” Rift stood up, walked around the cabin a few times and approached Sol Sajin with slight embarrassment: "An old song says: I don't know what's waiting for me in the dark ahead, and I'm afraid to look back!"

"Do you confess to this, who accuses me of weakness?"

"Yes, because I blame her and myself. And at the same time I forgive.”

"But what if they dare—"

"I told her I would plow the planet a kilometer deep to find her."

"And she forbade you?"

“Of course! She said to me, 'Rift, how could you do such a thing to humans?'” The commander tried to imitate Fain's reproachful and sad tone. "'You must not use even the slightest violence...'"

"But what about a direct attack on the Dark Flame?" Sol asked.

"That's another matter. They already understood Newton's third law from experience. It's a shame that in this society it is not applied to individual violence. Their whole lives would be much happier and easier...”

"That's why the guns?"

"Thats why!"

"What if everyone gets them?"

"Does not matter. Everyone will know that they are risking their necks and will think twice before starting violence.”

The upper eye on the left went out for a moment, then lit up and flashed a few times.

Rift let out a relieved laugh, dashing over to the counter and engaging the fringe frequency system. The small screen of the auxiliary videophone glowed dutifully, waiting for an impulse. Grif shut down the backlink and turned to Sol Sajin: "I was beginning to worry, I thought... But I remembered the agreement with Rodis that whenever he wanted to consult with me, he would signal when I was on duty."

Sajin headed for the door.

“Stay here! I don't expect any secrets, I mean the eternal sweet secrets, the only ones still preserved on our Earth,” said Rift sadly.

Sol Sajin paused indecisively.

"Perhaps Chedi will be with her," suggested Rift.

The engineer sat back in his chair.

They didn't have to wait long. The screen lit up with the purple glow of gas lamps, typical of the planet Yan-Yakh.

In the shot was a small square garden extending from the palace towards the mountains. Grif Rift knew that the garden was available to Earth guests, so he was not surprised to see Fai Rodis in only a space suit. Next to her walked a Torman with a thick black beard. He recognized Engineer Tael from Fai’s description. Sol Sajin nudged the commander lightly and pointed to the robots in two opposite corners of the garden. Screened transmission for private conversations, Rift thought to himself, so why should I be there? He didn't get an answer to his question right away. Fai did not look towards the starship and acted as if she had no idea about the transmitter she had plugged in herself.

She walked with her head down, listening thoughtfully to the engineer.

The astronauts, who had little practice in the colloquial language of Yan-Yakh, only partially understood his speech. Tall grass rustled in the wind, fan-shaped unkempt bushes tossed about, and heavy discs of deep red flowers flopped on stiff stems.

The small garden was full of restless fragile life, which was especially strongly felt by the astronauts in the inaccessible control cabin of the spacecraft.

It was dark around the garden. On Tormance, night lighting was concentrated in major cities, important transport hubs and factories. Twelve hours of darkness reigned throughout the rest of the planet. The small and distant moon of Tormance wasn't even enough to distract her. A few stars from the galactic pole further accentuated the blackness of the sky.

Towards the center of the Galaxy, a blurry patch of stardust glowed faintly, bleakly lost in the abyss of space.

Fai Rodis told the Torman about the Great Circle, which had helped Earth's humanity for more than a thousand and a half years by fostering in them a belief in the power of reason and the joy of life, revealing to them the infinite space of space and ridding their path of knowledge of aimless fumbling and blind alleys. What we used to see, but did not understand, and therefore pass without benefit on the screens of the outer space stations of the Earth, has become close to us since the secret of spiral space and beam star flights was discovered.

"The era of the United Hands has arrived, and so here we are," Rodis finished the narration. "If it weren't for the Great Circle, it could have been millions of years before we found each other, two planets inhabited by Earthlings."

"Earthlings?!" exclaimed the surprised engineer.

"Don't you know about that?" Rodis frowned. She assumed that Tael was close to the Council of Four and believed that he knew the secrets of the three star flights as well as the underground hall in the palace.

Engineer Chonteelo Tollo Frael is thus the first Torman with a three-part name to learn the secrets of the Council.

Tael moved his lips soundlessly in an attempt to say something.

Rodis placed a hand on his temples and the engineer breathed a sigh of relief.

“I broke my promise to your ruler. But I couldn't imagine that the head of the intelligence centers of the entire planet wouldn't know her true history.”

"You, I see, still do not understand the gulf that separates us ordinary people from those above and those who serve them."

"About the same as it is between the long-lived and those who, without education, must die prematurely."

"Much bigger. The short-lived can add to their knowledge on their own and match us in worldviews, but we normally never learn anything except what we are allowed to do from above.”

"And you don't know that transmissions from the Great Circle are sometimes listened to here on the planet Yan-Yakh?"

“That's not possible!” Fai smiled slightly as she remembered her visit to the library at the Institute of Social Order.

The leader of the “Snake”, flattered by the interest of the Earthlings, led them through a huge hall with many columns, niches, carved stone and gilded wood covered in bas-reliefs. Snakes similar to flowers or perhaps flowers similar to snakes, this persistent motif was repeated on the stepped protrusions of the upper part of the walls, on the balcony grills, on the capitals and bases of the columns. The narrow windows cut through the massive bookshelves, creating a jumble of fan-shaped shadows on the stone floor. The transparent ceiling domes illuminated sculptures of animals, seashells and people in masks, contorted with mad or furious grimaces. Along the main axis of the long hall, star globes stood on bizarre stands, separated by tables with colorful maps. One look at them was enough for Earthlings. No telescopes could image alien worlds in such detail and in such close proximity.

It was clear that the Tormans occasionally picked up transmissions from the Great Circle.

The poor engineer continued to stare at Rodis with astonished eyes.

An idealist's gaze, Fai thought as she compared it to the fluttering eyes of the 'serpents' or the hard, piercing gaze of the purple guardians. She made the promised gesture.

Grif Rift engaged the reverse image.

"Meet your fellow starfighters, Tael,” Rodis said pointing to a stereo image of Rift and Sajin. "Speak a little slower though, they don't have enough practice in the Yan-Yakh language."

The astronauts liked the nervous Tormant.

Fai slowly made her way along the flowerbeds to give Tael a chance to talk to her friends alone.

“Could you fill in the gaps in our knowledge? Can you show us the Earth and the planets of other stars and the highest facilities of their civilizations?” asked the engineer excitedly.

"All we've known ourselves!" Rift assured him. "But there are still many phenomena in the universe that we stand before like children who cannot read."

"I wish we had at least a tenth of your knowledge,” Engineer Tael smiled. “I say they should, because there are people on the planet Yan-Yakh who deserve to meet you far more than I do. How to do it? They have no access to the palace here.”

"We could show movies and talk to about a thousand people on starship," said Grif Rift.

"And to ensure their safety," Sol Sajin added.

They began to consider the proposal. Fai did not participate in the discussion.

Grif glanced occasionally at her black figure, standing by a strangely twisted sculpture at the junction of two garden paths.

"The greatest difficulty, as always, is not the technology, but the people," summed up Grif Rift. "As you can see, you can't tell a person's psychological makeup by their appearance."

“You predicted that when you talked about the hostility indicator,” Sol reminded.

"If we don't have him, what's the point of my foresight?"

Fai joined them and said, “Since we didn't invent the psychoindicator, we have to take on the role ourselves. Evisa, Vir and I are more mentally trained, so we will choose Tael's friends and acquaintances. That's how we get the first listeners."

As the image of the park faded into the cabin, Sol Sajin said: "It all reminds me of the legend of Jolanta, but in reverse."

"The other way around?" Rift didn't understand.

“Do you remember the legend about the blind girl who didn't know she was blind until a knight appeared to her? There is also a mysterious garden, a man blind from lack of knowledge and a knight from the wide world, but in a female form. He even has armor...”

Rift smiled and lightly drummed his fingers on the counter.

"Still one and the same question: does knowledge make man happy, or is complete ignorance in harmony with nature, simple life, simple songs better?"

“Rift, where have you seen the simple life? It's only in fairy tales. For a thinking person, the only way out has always been recognized necessity. He can choose either the path down, to slavery, or up, to knowledge and creative work."

“You're right, Sol. But how to help them?”

"Knowledge. Only knowledgeable people can choose their own path. Only they can build protective systems in society that would exclude despotism and deception. The result of ignorance is before us. We are on a plundered planet whose social structure allows only one twentieth of the population to receive an education. Others sing of the pleasure of an untimely death. But enough words. I'm going to disappear for a few days and think a little about the indicator. Give the pack of information to Menta Kor.”

Sol Sajin came out. The long Torman night passed slowly. Grif wondered if their intention to help the people of Tormance was not the very forbidden and criminal interference, when representatives of a higher civilization who do not understand the laws of alien life, dangerously damaged the process of normal historical development? Humanity on some planets depicted similar meddling in legends about listening to Satan, about specters of darkness and evil.

Rift began pacing the cabin, looking restlessly at the seven lights as if waiting for an answer from them. He wanted to consult with Fai Rodis, but he didn't have time. She herself introduced them to a low-ranking Torman. And she appropriately chose such a moment of the interview, from which it was immediately clear to the Earthlings that this was an illegal misrepresentation of information.

No, every person has an indisputable right to knowledge and beauty!

Neja Cholli, Olla Dez, Grif Rift and Div Simbel stood in light emergency suits on the starship's dome. High above them, the white balloon glowed with electronic periscope mirrors and hummed faintly with the turbine that kept it upwind. In front of Div Simbel, the surrounding landscape spread out in every detail. The pilot raised his hand and Grif Rift turned the wide-spaced stereo-telescopic rangefinder lenses in the direction marked on the limbus. One by one, the Earthlings pressed their eyes to the range finder and agreed to the location selected by the flight engineer.

In the middle of the barren slopes of reddish-brown soil, set into a rampart of yellow coastal hills, was a round depression, clearly defined by outcroppings of folded sandstone layers. The side of the mountain range facing the star flight fell down a steep ravine that protected the valley from the wind. The seaside slopes of the hills were overgrown with thick bushes up to the surface.

"The place is perfect," said a satisfied Simbel. "We will fence off the basin with a protective field along both longer sides, as well as from the opposite back side right up to the sea. Spectators will arrive at night, emerge in the bushes and gradually move into the hollow.”

“But what about the beacon?” asked Grif Rift.

"It won't be necessary," replied Olla Dez. "We need to build a turret for the protective field, and it will also serve as a tele-videophone transmitter from the Dark Flame. We'll build a mast with a slotted ultraviolet emitter, and then all we have to do is equip the audience with luminescent goniometers.”
 
The guards watching the star flight saw the white balloon go down, and the monster that appeared from the unknown depths of space suddenly roared. Two drawn out hoots alerted the chief of patrols.

An officer appeared and understood that the Earthlings, standing on the dome of the starship, intended to do something outside the space of the ship.

There was not a living soul anywhere in this furrowed landscape, and the officer signaled his approval. Waves of dust and smoke began to spread from the cosmic body, forming a vertical wall and obscuring the view of the seaside hills. When the smoke cleared, the Tormans could see a straight path, cut through scrub and potholes, ending on a raised plateau where sparse trees grew with spiky drooping branches.

The officer of the guard decided to inform his superior about the unexpected activity of the earth guests. But he hadn't even been able to establish radiotelephone contact with the Eyes of the Council Administration when a device, similar to a low, vertically erected cylinder, emerged from within the Dark Flame and began to roll majestically down the path that had just been set up. In a few minutes, the roller reached the end point, leveling the stony ground in circular motions. It whirled faster and faster, then suddenly it began to grow, and with each new turn it raised a spiraling strip of white metal. While the officer was making his report, a glowing turret, like a wide-spread spring, terminated by a thin rod with a small cube at the top, had already risen among the trees.

No one came out of the star flight, the tower stood motionless. Everything fell silent above the dry, hot coast. And the Tormans decided to do nothing.

That same evening, Dark Flame gave Fai Rodis a map of the landscape and a plan for a makeshift auditorium. Rodis alerted the astronauts that Choyo Chagas reminded her of a "competition" in dances.

Olla promised to prepare her exit within twenty-four hours.

Even Sol Sajin left his solitude when they plugged in the big stereo screen on the starship.

In the Coam Palace, the four nine-legged robots recorded an image of the circular room on the ship and, in retrospect, the entire Pearl Hall in the ruler's residence.

The excellent dancer Gae Od-Timfift performed with her partner, who was not tall, but broad-shouldered, with a masculine, focused face. They performed a very complex acrobatic dance, full of sharp turns and whirling, in which the mutual struggle between a man and a woman was symbolically expressed. The dancer wore a short dress made of narrow red ribbons.

Heavy bracelets bound her left arm like shackles. A collar-like necklace shone on her slender neck. The woman was falling, catching her partner and falling back to the floor in front of him. She was lying on her side in a beautiful and helpless pose, her arms and legs stretched like strings and her pleading gaze fixed upwards. Then she bent one leg at the knee and extended her other hand meekly to her partner, willing to submit to his wishes. It was the obvious embodiment of man's rule over the insignificant but dangerous power of woman.

The artistry and beauty of the performers, the perfect lightness and plasticity of the most difficult poses, the passionate, sensual challenge of the dancer, whose body was barely covered by flying ribbons, all this made a powerful impression even on the Tormantian rulers.

Choyo Chagas, who had seated Rodis next to him, oblivious to the gloomy Yantra Jachach, leaned towards Fai with a benevolent smile: "The inhabitants of the planet Yan-Yakh are beautiful and can artistically express even the most subtle feelings."

"Definitely!" agreed Fai. "It's all the more interesting to us because we don't have male dancers on Earth."

"What? You don't dance in pairs?”

"We dance, and a lot! But I mean special, solo releases by great artists. Only women are able to express with their bodies all the excitement, torment and desires that seize a person in search of the beautiful. The drama of rivalry, insulted vanity or the enslavement of a woman belongs to the past here.

"Then what can you express through dance?"

"For us, dance is something like magic, magic fragile, mysterious, fleeting, but at the same time palpably real."

Choyo Chagas shrugged his shoulders.

"Fai is putting too much effort into using terms that only remotely correspond to ours," Menta Kor whispered behind Diva Simbel's back.

"Olla will definitely not get recognition after the way they spun, twisted and slid the woman here, it's a wonder they didn't beat her," said Neja Cholli.

A sharp melody rang out. Like a flowing and splashing river with all its twists and turns. Then she fell silent, and was immediately replaced by another, slow and wistful. Deep tones seem to float out of a quiet clear pool.

In response to this, a naked Olla Dez appeared in the depths of the improvised stage, divided into white and black halves.

A soft murmur echoed through the palace hall, but it was drowned out by the high and hard chords that Olla's golden body responded to with a constant flow of movement. The tune changed, almost menacing now, and the dancer appeared against a black background. But immediately the dance continued again on the silvery white half. The surprising harmony, the perfect fusion of dance and music, the rhythm and the play of light and shadow captivated, as if they brought one to the edge of the abyss, where an unspeakably beautiful dream must end.

The inhabitants of Tormance, enthralled by the poetry of the unprecedented dance, pounded the backs of their chairs, others shrugged their shoulders incomprehension, some whispered in amusement.

The light was slowly fading. Olla Dez disappeared like a mirage in the black half of the stage.

"I didn't even expect anything else!" exclaimed Jantre Jachach, and the audience echoed in agreement.

Choyo Chagas cast a displeased look at the woman, leaned back in his chair and simply said to the air: "There is something inhuman, inadmissible in such openness and strength of feelings. And also dangerous because the woman is so sinfully beautiful.”

Rodis saw Chedi blush next to her. The girl looked at her imploringly to do something. Fai stood up decisively and summoned Evisa, "We will dance now," she announced calmly as if it was part of the program.

Chedi clapped her hands happily.

"That's enough for me!" Jantre said scathingly and left the hall.

Five other Torman women invited to the performance stood up humbly behind her. But Chojo Chagas was more comfortable in his chair, and the men considered it their duty to stay.

After all, the Earthlings in star flight saw that the Torman women, led by the ruler's wife, only hid behind the silver-grey draperies.

Fai Rodis and Evisa Tanet disappeared for a few minutes, then reappeared. Just in spacesuits and each had an octagonal crystal with a sound recording attached to their palm. Two women, one as black as a raven, the other as gray-green as a jiva leaf, stood side by side and held up their crystal hands. A violent, unusual rhythm, interspersed with small and drawn-out beats, thundered through the hall. In time with the rhythmic sounds, the dance began with rapid movements of arms outstretched to the audience and a violent swaying of the hips. The hands, palms down, seemed to wash over the Tormans in a wave of torpor. Then, in tune with the monotonous melody, both Evisa and Fai lowered their hands and pressed them to their sides, palms away from their bodies. Slowly, in perfect unison, they both began to turn and send wild, commanding looks to the audience under furrowed brows.

They twisted and flexed with their arms raised in triumph.

The rapid strikes of the mysterious instruments felt a strange resonance with something that lay hidden deep in the hearts of the Tormentian men. Evisa and Fai froze. The pursed lips of both women parted, perfectly white teeth shone, shining eyes laughed triumphantly. The instruments crashed into a swirl of tiny mocking noises, forcing the audience to hold their breath. The motionless bodies of black and green metal came to life again.

However, she did not move from her place, only the play of her incredibly obedient and strong muscles matched the music. Like water under a gust of wind, the arms and shoulders, stomach and hips suddenly and unexpectedly came to life. The individual short tremors gradually merged into a single massive stream, which transformed the bodies of both women into something unattainable and excruciatingly attractive. The music suddenly stopped.

Both Evisa and Fai cried out and their hands dropped.

The women behind the portieres froze in horror when Choyo Chagas and the members of the Council of Four leaned forward so much that they fell out of their chairs under the hypnotic influence of the music. However, they immediately jumped up as if nothing had happened and began to furiously beat the backs of their hands with their palms, which was an expression of the highest appreciation.

Rodis and Evisa fled.

"How could they do that!" said Olla reproachfully, watching the wild dance intently.

"It wasn't spectacular! Look at the Tormans, it’s like they're in shock!” Div Simbel shouted.

Indeed, the audience in the Coam hall seemed absent, and the women, returning to their seats, behaved quietly, as if shouted at.

However, when Fai and Evisa appeared, everyone greeted them with a thump on the chairs and shouts of praise.

Fai turned to her friends on the starship, indicated with her fingers that the batteries were dead, and turned off the robots. Olla Dez also interrupted the Dark Flame broadcast and said: "Fai sometimes acts like a third cycle schoolgirl."

"They were really great!" protested Grif Rift.

"However, I'm not comparing them to you. You are the goddess of dance, but only on Earth.”

"It is undeniable that I suffered a defeat here" agreed Olla. "Fai and Evisa skillfully used the effect of rhythm on the subconscious. Accompanying rhythmic chants and circling of the body were considered magic in ancient times, as well as military marches or joint gymnastics of yogis. Tantric 'red orgies' in Buddhist monasteries, mysteries in honor of the gods of love and fertility in the temples of Hellas, Phenicia and Rome, dances of life in Egypt and North Africa and 'magical' dances in India, Indonesia and Polynesia in ancient times did not affect men either both erotically and hypnotically.

“It is not for nothing that the flexible and music-sensitive female body has been compared to the snake dance since ancient times. As a historian, Rodis used all the hypnotic elements of the ancient dances, and the effect was very impressive—but where did she teach Evisa that?”

“It follows that we cannot blame Rodis for acting recklessly and thoughtlessly. She probably prepared this dance a long time ago to show the Tormans their kinship with us,” Grif Rift said confidently.

Behind the walls of the palace gardens, on the other spur of the foothills, grew a small forest, whose trees so closely resembled terrestrial cryptomerias that even from afar they caused Rodis to long for his home planet. Cryptomeria grew around her first cycle school. The first cycle was the hardest in a child's life. After the time of freedom and safety of the zero cycle, there was a time of strict responsibility for one's actions. Little Fai often ran to the shadow of the cryptomeria grove to cry.

Now that she was outside the palace grounds on a walk with Engineer Tael, Rodis rushed to a tree, clinging to its trunk, trying to catch the familiar scent of pitch and sun-warmed bark. However, the space suit deprived her of the ability to perceive her surroundings with the entire surface of her body, as was normally the case with all inhabitants of Earth. He wouldn't let her feel the living tree, and the trunk could only be smelled of dust.

A feeling of hopelessness gripped Fai's chest. She lowered her head so that Evisa and Vir wouldn't notice the nostalgic look on her face. The birth tree tricked her. How many more disappointments awaited her here, especially in the midst of people, perfectly similar to Earthly ones, and yet mentally so different!

Under various pretexts, Engineer Tael introduced about a hundred of his friends and acquaintances to Earthlings. The guests from Earth advised to exclude about thirty people from the total number.

In eight days, enough Tormans had gathered to begin meetings. To the astonishment of the astronauts, they were the Dzhi themselves, technical intelligence, scientists, artists. Fai asked that they also invite the young Kzhi. The engineer was embarrassed.

"They don't have enough education and we hardly interact with them. Therefore, I do not know which of them would be worthy of trust... But most of all, what good will it do them?”

"I see I've wasted my time with you," Rodis said bluntly, "when you haven't yet understood that the future can belong to everyone or to no one."

The Torman blushed, his lips quivering, his fanatical eyes staring at Fai with such canine devotion and pleading that it made Chedi sick.

"It is true that in our country there are stark differences between people who can and cannot get an education. But after all, they are chosen according to their real abilities from the whole mass of children born. And the young Kzhi are completely happy!"

"Just like you Dzhi! You dedicate yourself to your chosen profession, you create, you make discoveries. So what is your search and mental anguish for? No, I see we didn't get very far. It's my fault! The walks will stop and we will deal with the historical dialectic.”

The panic to the point of despair did not disappear from Tael's face.

“He apparently awaits merciless punishment for every mistake.” Chedi joked. "I guess that's how they treat people here."

Despite all the obstacles, the films were screened in sixteen days.

In a mountain hollow, where the only signs of life were blades of half-dried grass swayed by a gentle wind, the nearby, surprisingly real world of Earth appeared.

Grif Rift and Olla Dez used the rounding of the shield field as the inner wall of the screen. They changed the curvature and created a large stage under the slope of the hill.

Everything was unusual for the inhabitants of the planet. Secretly sailing on low inflatable rafts in the dark sea, glowing marks that suddenly appeared on the goniometers under the influence of an invisible ultraviolet beacon, disembarking near the coastal scrub and climbing up with orientation to a blurry glowing spot of some kind of star cluster. Then it was necessary to find two low trees, between which was the entrance to the basin, which at the moment was a forbidden place for all other people. A strange diffused and gloomy light, emanating from an unseen source, bathed the bottom of the furrowed pothole basin where the excited visitors settled.

Everything was so different from the monotonous life on Yan-Yakh with dull work and primitive entertainment that an unusually excited atmosphere was created in the improvised auditorium.

From the impenetrable blackness of the shielding field, a circular starship hall suddenly emerged, where six Earthlings greeted the guests in their native language. At first, the aliens from the distant world seemed very beautiful to the Tormans, but they were all exactly the same. The men were tall, with decisive features in their massive faces, ranging from serious to harsh. The women had strikingly regular features, ideally straight noses, strong chins, stout and thick-haired. Only when the inhabitants of Yan-Yakh got used to the overall peculiarities of the Earthly guests did they begin to recognize their individual differences.

One of the astronauts most often Olla Dez always briefly explained the subject of the stereo film, and the image of star flight disappeared again.

An unbelievably clear sea with dark blue water rippled and rustled in front of the Tormans. Clean beaches of black, pink and red sand beckoned one to merge with the water and the sun. But the beautiful shores were almost empty, unlike the overcrowded swimming pools of Tormans. At certain hours, people appeared, swam, dived, and then quickly disappeared again, leaving in the open carriages of the small trains that raced along the coast.

The imagination of the residents of Yan-Yakh was impressed by the spectacular Spiral Railway. The close-up of the huge train caused initial fear in a person not used to such a spectacle. 

The tropical orchards, spread over immeasurable expanses, as well as the endless expanses of wheat fields with ears of corn like cornstalks, contrasted so starkly with the wretched scrub gardens and bean fields of Tormance that Grif Rift decided not to show the bounty of the home planet any longer, so as not to injure the guests.

Automatic factories for the production of artificial meat, milk, butter, vegetable yolks and sugar seem to have no relation to fields, orchards with fruit trees and herds of domestic animals. The shallow, transparent bowls of the protein-making radiation traps formed only a small part of the vast underground facilities in which streams of amino acids circulated at constant temperatures and pressures. The vast towers of the sugar mills hummed mysteriously and muffledly as their sumps sucked in colossal amounts of air and stripped it of the excess carbon dioxide accumulated in the atmosphere by thousands of years of unwise management. The most beautiful were the snow-white colonnades of the factories for the production of synthetic yolk, shining on the edges of the cedar forests. It was only when they saw the technical development of food production that the Tormans understood why there were so few dairy cattle on Earth, why there were no slaughter cattle, poultry farms, and a fishing industry.

"When the need to kill for food disappeared, humanity took the last step on the road from necessity to true human freedom. However, this was not possible until we learned to make animal proteins from plant proteins. Instead of cows, we have artificial milk and meat factories,” explained Grif Rift.

"And you have come to the conclusion that a truly high degree of culture cannot be reached as long as animals are killed for consumption?"

"Yes!"

"After all, animals are needed for scientific research."

"No! Look for other ways, but don't abuse animals. The world is unimaginably complex, and you will certainly be able to discover the truth by other methods.”

The doctors and biologists of Yan-Yakh planet exchanged incredulous glances. But again and again they paraded before them magnificent scientific institutes, multi-kilometer labyrinths of memory machines, in which information and news about the entire planet were stored. The words of the ancient poet who wished man to be "simple as the wind, inexhaustible as the sea, with a memory like my Earth" were being fulfilled. And today the memory of the entire planet contains not only its own life, but also thousands of other inhabited worlds of the Great Circle.

Many engineering structures penetrated deeper and deeper into the earth's crust. Instead of mines, which were already exhausted in ancient times, self-sustaining hydrothermal vents, connected to subsurface closed currents in those earth layers, where juvenile waters spring up, worked. The same hydrothermal rising currents were used on the surface in energy and heating devices.

The Tormans saw schools full of healthy and cheerful children, grand festivities where all the people looked equally young and fresh. The social upbringing of the inhabitants of Yan-Yakh did not surprise them, they were much more surprised that there were no guards or people who had power over others and took refuge from the outside world in protected palaces and orchards. The spectators were amazed that in none of the Earthly cities did they hear noise, loud music or talk, rattling and smoking cars. The streets and roads resembled quiet alleys where one person must not disturb another. Music, singing, dancing and merriment, now and then riotous games on land, in water or in the air, all took place in places designated for these purposes.

Cheerful people did not mix with sad people, children with adults.

And yet another feature of Earthly life caused embarrassment and doubt in the audience. The private dwellings of the Earthlings, furnished very simply, seemed half-empty and poor to the inhabitants of Yan-Yakh.

"Why should we want anything more than the bare essentials when we have all the luxury of public rooms and facilities at our disposal at any time?" Olla Dez answered the inevitable question.

And indeed, the inhabitants of the Earth worked, thought, rested and rejoiced in great comfortable buildings with beautifully furnished rooms and halls in the midst of gardens, in palaces and temples of arts and sciences.

"Our social facilities, parks, and palaces are still full of people and noise," said the Tormans. "Because of the number of visitors, it is impossible to keep them properly clean, nor to preserve their decoration and nice furnishings. Therefore, our private apartments resemble fortresses, where we hide from the outside world and where we store everything that is especially valuable to us.”

"It's hard to understand at once what the difference is," said Olla Dez. "Apparently you like noise and crowds."

“Not at all, we hate it all, like most mental workers. But every beautiful place, every newly built palace of respite is inevitably immediately filled with people."

"I think I see what it's all about," said Sol Sajin. "Your population does not correspond to your resources, you lack social facilities for rest and entertainment."

"Do you have both components in harmony?"

"That is the most important task of the Economic Council. Only with a mutual correlation of the number of inhabitants and real economic possibilities can a satisfied life and stabilization of the planet's supplies be ensured for all time."

“But how do you achieve that? By regulating the birth rate?”

"That too, but with anticipation of coincidences, fluctuations of successes and failures, and cosmic cycles. That's all one should know. The main goal of all sciences is the happiness of mankind.”

"But what is your happiness made of?"

"From a comfortable, peaceful and free life on the one hand and on the other from the strictest self-discipline, eternal dissatisfaction and the desire to expand the boundaries of knowledge and the world."

"Of course that contradicts itself!"

"On the contrary, that is the dialectical unity in which development consists!"

Similar discussions accompanied every stereofilm show, sometimes turning into lectures, other times into heated polemics. Psychologically, Tormans were no different from Earthlings. Their prehistory was common.

Therefore, even the current Earthly life, if only in general features, was comprehensible to them. The inhabitants of Yan-Yakh easily perceived the art of Earth as well. It was worse with science.

In understanding the subtlest structures of the world, the Earthlings had a great advantage.

Stereofilms from the Great Circle were even more difficult to understand. Strange beings, sometimes similar to people from Earth, incomprehensible languages, customs, pastimes, buildings, machines.

Seemingly uninhabited planets around the center of the Galaxy, where transparent disks, emitting a pale blue glow, stood motionless under kilometer vaults or slowly rotated. In other worlds, there were star-like shapes, indented with thousands of dazzling purple orbs that, unlike discs, were oriented vertically. In the end, the Tormans still did not understand if they were machines in which some kind of energy was condensed, or the psychic incarnation of thinking beings who wanted to remain unknown even to the Participants of the Great Circle.

The planets of the infrared suns, inhabited by a sentient civilization that had joined the Circle, looked ominous.

The records were taken prior to the introduction of wave inverters, invented on the Beta Cup star planet, which allowed the Shakti universe to be seen in any illumination. The barely discernible contours of gigantic buildings, monuments and arcades turned mysteriously black under the stars. The movement of many beings looked threatening. Indescribably beautiful music resounded in the darkness, and the invisible sea splashed with the same hexametric murmur as on Earth or on the planet Yan-Yakh.

Olla Dez also projected some undeciphered records brought by beam star flights from galaxies in Andromeda and M-51 in Canes Venatici. Wildly rotating multi-colored spirals and pulsating spherical thousand-hydra seemed to pierce the ocean of dense darkness. Only the crew of the Dark Flame who walked the edge of the chasm suspected that the undeciphered images could mean a penetration into Tamas, the inaccessible and invisible antiworld surrounding our universe.

Transmissions from distant and distant worlds, for all their unusualness, were of little interest to Tormans. On the other hand, stereo films about Earthlings on foreign planets, for example on the recently inhabited planet Green Sun in the Achernar system, excited them to no end. Likewise, their imaginations were fired by the beautiful red people of Epsilon Tucana, with whose planet Earth established regular contact.

Once the beam star flights began making the one hundred and eighty parsec flights to Epsilon Tucana and back in seventeen days, an epidemic of infatuation with red people from an alien world broke out on Earth, especially among the youth.

However, marriages between Earthlings and red Toucans proved to remain infertile. This resulted in quite a bit of disappointment. The powerful biological Institutes of both planets focused all their efforts on overcoming the unexpected barrier. No one doubted that the difficult Task would soon be solved and that the fusion of two perfectly identical but different in origin humanity would be complete. Thus, the time of existence of Earthly man as a species will be infinitely extended.

The people who moved to the planet of the Green Sun lived there for several centuries, but as a result of the solar radiation, they acquired a purple skin color and looked much more different from Earthlings than they themselves were from the inhabitants of Yan-Yakh. But the arrangement of life for the pioneers of earth-humanity did not differ in any way from the conditions in their original homeland, and this convinced the Tormans of their own belonging to the mighty Earth. The friendly and considerate behavior of the astronauts towards the guests strengthened this hope even more. Even if the Earthlings seemed cold and a little alien to them, the Tormans explained it as a significant difference in interests and preferences between the two camps.

The audience in the barren steppe was made up of educated and sensible Dzhi, who very soon realized that the alliance between Zemi and Yan-Yakh would mean above all the collapse of the oligarchic regime, the end of the Dzhi - Kzhi system with its philosophy of premature death. The existing social structure could not bring the planet out of its miserable state, but at the same time it ensured the highest privileges to the ruling elite. That is why the stereofilms from Earth caused a feeling of hostility and fear especially among its members. They understood that Earthly life, by its very existence, threatened the establishment on Tormance, because it disproved the claim of the only right path, chosen by the rulers, and brought to naught the demagogic propaganda of the apologists of the Council of Four.

Visiting an improvised theater in an abandoned landscape near a starship, which was forbidden even to approach, meant from the point of view of the rulers of Yan-Yakh a crime against the state and required punishment. But the Tormans were determined to do anything, if only they could attend a screening of the Dark Flame stereofilms. Naturally, Earthlings lived in constant fear of their viewers. Called by Sol Sajin the "psycho-essence dissector", the bio-flow detector for human recognition was not yet ready for use because it could make mistakes in cases of clever dissimulation.

The situation was saved by Neja Cholli, who helped Sol Sajin in the construction of the dissector. She noticed that the K-amplitude was increasing in the biocurrents of all Tormans who - openly or secretly - had a thirst for information. Distrust, doubt or strong emotion led to an inevitable and absolute drop in amplitude.

They established a complementary field in the interval between two trees, allowing only those people with a certain level of reaction to the K-amplitude to pass through and sending the others back. In this way, the Tormans obtained an additional guarantee of security.

Over the course of three weeks, Olla Dez organized eighteen performances for several thousand residents of Yan-Yakh. During one of the last discussions, a Tormantian scientist with the title "wise snake" and the strange name Cadmo Sonte Taztot expressed doubts about the common origin of humanity on both planets.

"The man Yan-Yakh is bad in his very essence," declared the scientist. "He got this from his ancestors, murderous, envious, cunning, and thus able to survive. All the efforts of the best people have failed against the wall of mental brutality, fear and mistrust. If Earthly humanity has reached such a high level, they must be of a different origin, with nobler psychic dispositions.”

Olla Dez thought for a while, and after agreeing with Grif, she brought star-shaped crystals with movies about the past. They were not documentary records, but rather trips to different historical epochs, compiled from archival materials and museum collections.

To their surprise, the speechless Tormans saw the terrible suffering, the empty and dull life in the overcrowded cities. The population on Earth at the time of the Disunity was not limited in any way, because one state wanted to gain military superiority over the other. On Tormance, where war conflicts no longer existed, the birth rate was not regulated in order to select the five percent of people capable of studying, without whom the machine of civilization would grind to a halt.

Some Earth scientists, distressed by the ever-increasing danger of society's warped development, called for all efforts to be focused on the technology of artificial food and synthetic products. They assumed that all troubles stemmed from material scarcity. They saw this as a connection to the global plundering of the planet, reminding us that man has always been a hunter and gatherer, not an agriculturist.

“To our great-grandchildren,” wrote one of them, “our fears and worries will seem like an ugly dream of primitive minds. We must rediscover the forgotten qualities within ourselves and restore our Blue Planet in its true beauty.”

In any case, even the most ardent adherents of escape from reality began to think soberly when the Earthlings devoted the first huge sums to enter the cosmos, when they understood the immense difficulty of extraterrestrial flights and the complex problems of populating interstellar spaces and dead planets of the solar system. It was then that they turned to Earth again, and when they realized that it had to be a home for Earth's humanity for a long time, they recovered and managed to save it from destruction.

“Great Serpent!” cried Cadmo Sonte Taztot. "We are in a completely similar situation. But how did you cope with it?”

"A difficult and complex path that only the collective intelligence of the entire planet could master," Sol Sajin replied. “Not by organizing public opinion from above, but by openly discussing all matters and recognizing the truth based on understanding and correct information. With a large population, this was possible only after the invention of computers.

“With their help, we carefully sorted people. The real fight for a healthy offspring and an undistorted perception of the world occurred when we put the professions of doctors and teachers above all other professions on Earth. We introduced dialectical education. On the one hand, strictly disciplined and collective, on the other, kind, individual. People understood that from the achieved level of education, knowledge and health it is impossible to go down even one step lower, no matter what happens. Only up, on, forward, even at the cost of serious material limitations."

"But we also have computers at Yan-Yakh, and for a long time! We call them dragon rings,'” the 'wise snake' objected disapprovingly.

"I think I know what it's about," Sol Sajin said. "On Earth there were many nations, several great cultures and different social systems. These then, through mutual intermingling or direct struggle, prevented the creation of a monoculture and a worldwide state until social consciousness rose and technology provided humanity with the tools necessary to preserve justice and collectivity."

After the conversation, Engineer Tael asked Fai Rodis for an emergency meeting.

At that time, Evisa Tanet discovered that the astronauts' organisms had already developed enough antibodies to gain immunity. She allowed the spacesuits to be put away. The jubilant astronauts were immediately willing to drop the obnoxious shell. Fai took Gen Atal aside: “Tivisa and Tor announced to the Dark Flame that they had finished their tour of the Institutes and Nature Reserves. Now they want to explore the abandoned cities and preserved forests in the Mirror Sea zone. Leaders are warning of some danger, however, it is necessary for us to familiarize ourselves with the protected areas on the planet.”

"I understand. With three, the danger is not so terrible. When should I fly?”

"Tomorrow. Tivisa and Tor chose not to take off their spacesuits.”

"But I'll remove mine."

“If your two companions are in metal and you are not, won't that break the integrity of the group? You will be the more vulnerable link...”

"You're right, I'll have to stay in the shell for a while longer."

Gen Atal glanced at Evisa. She responded with a nod of understanding, but the space defense engineer didn't see the answer he was waiting for in her topaz tiger eyes. He turned to Rodis and sadly announced that he was going to prepare his robot.

Fai looked reproachfully at Evisa as soon as Gen Atal disappeared through the door. Evisa laughed, tossing her dark red-maned head and Rodis regretted that Gen couldn't see her right now.

"I hate to cause him pain, but what can I do?" said Evisa. "Lets go. I've completely gotten used to the feeling of my own skin. I feel like I've grown in scales like a Torman snake.”

Engineer Chonteelo Tollo Frael was waiting for Fai Rodis in the small garden where he first learned the secrets of his own planet.

Fai came out to meet him with a light and springy step, wearing the short home clothes worn on Earth. The tight bodice deeply exposed the shoulders, and the wide skirt, gathered at the waist with a black ribbon, fell in loose folds to mid-thigh. Her arms and legs were evenly tanned, and their reddish-brown shade matched nicely with the golden color of her dress. The commander of the expedition lost some of her grandeur in the new suit, she looked younger and, in the Tormanťian's opinion, even more beautiful. Fai was already used to the fact that insignificant changes in appearance or behavior make an undeservedly strong impression on the inhabitants of Yan-Yakh, and she hastened to the engineer's aid.

"Did something happen?" she asked with a smile, adding: "I'm becoming a real Yan-Yakh woman when I think about danger so often."

"There is no danger. But I need your advice.” The engineer looked back.

Fai pressed the button on the signal bracelet. There was a slight thump and an obedient nine-legged creature appeared in the garden, her dome glowing the same raven black as her commander's space suit. Rodis hid the engineer and herself in a protective field.

"I saw my friends. They made me look you up. After watching movies about your... about our history, everyone is only thinking about how to make life here similar to Earth. Before you fly away from us to a distant Earth, you must leave us the weapons here.”

"Weapons without knowledge only cause harm. If you don't have another, reasoned and verified goal in front of you, you will only create a temporary anarchy, followed by an even worse tyranny."

"Then what to do?"

"According to the dialectical laws of contradiction, the iron fortress of the oligarchic regime is at the same time very fragile. It is only necessary to recognize its ties, systematically interfere with them, and the whole structure will crumble through the apparent uniformity, because from the bottom to the top it is only maintained by fear. This means that you need quite a few brave and clever men to break up an oligarchy, but a great many ordinary decent people to form a true society.”

Engineer Tael stood motionless in front of Rodis. His face took on more and more clearly the usual expression of an embarrassed child. Fai felt she had to give the Torman and his fellows the courage to support their untrained psyches.

“You seem to need some kind of weapon necessary to eradicate espionage, whistleblowing, and violence. It is a pulsatile inhibitor of short memory. They will build a few dozen of them on star flight, but you must not put them into circulation before you multiply them to several hundred thousand copies.”

"I don't understand the purpose of that weapon," the engineer said wearily.

“Do you know there are two kinds of memory? It is controlled in the brain by various systems of molecular mechanisms. Depriving a person of their long memory makes them an idiot. But if you take away his short-term memory, that is, all the recently acquired information and fixed psychomodels, you will neutralize even the most dangerous enemy without taking away the possibility for him to return to any activity."

"Perhaps even the previous one?"

"Perhaps. But he will have to start all over again, just like his teachers.”

"This is spectacular. If the weapon is also small in size...”

“Absolutely miniature, barely bigger than the ornaments people once wore on their fingers. And add to it a tiny dissector for recognizing the human psyche.”

Tael grabbed Faia's hand sharply, dropping to his knees and pressing his lips to her fingertips. The Earthling shuddered, feeling at the same time that this gesture of archaic adoration was not nearly as unpleasant as she had previously thought.

* * *

CHAPTER VIII

Three layers of death

* * *

The vessel glided on the surface of the sea on two cigar-shaped floats. The long bay of the Equatorial Ocean was not called the Mirror Sea for nothing. It lay in a zone of calm atmosphere, closer to the pole of the Back Hemisphere, and knew almost no storms. Because no great rivers flowed into it, its waters retained their primeval purity, dark in the depths and dazzlingly bright in the red rays of the Torman sun.

Gen Atal was enthusiastically watching the play of colors behind, and Tivisa Henako and Tor Lik were enjoying the unusually clear sea.

In the triangular projection of the cabin, two purple-uniformed Tormans sat at the controls, staring straight ahead and rarely exchanging fragmentary shouts.

They were heading for the steep face of a barrel-shaped mountain whose dark gray stone mass was riddled with branching veins of red rock like blood vessels.

A little to the left below the mountain, the bank was lined with stone slabs. Behind the embankment loomed buildings, receding in disarray from the sea. The abandoned town of Cendin-Tot stood near the protected nature reserve, which was the last on Yan-Yakh.

Here had long been the area of ​​"followers of nature", people who did not accept general urbanization and resettled in a zone with an unhealthy climate. The disproportionate growth of the planet's population forced the Tormans to build nature reserves as well.

The followers of nature disappeared and merged with the mass of urban dwellers. And yet a small area of ​​the forest was preserved from the pernicious consumption of sixteen billion Tormans.

It was apparently a coincidence. A catastrophic crisis broke out before the last forest could be felled. Many cities died out, and those who lived in zones with less pleasant climates never repopulated the abandoned places.

The shore was getting closer. The Earthlings wanted to climb onto the roof of the cabin that replaced the bridge, but the guides vigorously resisted. They spoke very quickly, with the accent of all the inhabitants of the Back Hemisphere, and swallowed their consonants.

The astronauts, accustomed to the distinct pronunciation from state radio broadcasts and the slow speech of dignitaries, had difficulty understanding their fellow passengers. It was revealed that huge omnivorous monsters live in the Mirror Sea, which grabbed all living things from the decks with their long tentacles and dragged them into the depths. There were countless numbers of them.

“Wonderful analogy to Earth's seas,” Tivisa said.

"When humans exterminated the sperm whales during the Disunity, the large cephalopods multiplied so much that a real war had to be waged against them. The extermination of any species has always slowly disturbed the balance of nature, created over millions of years. As a result of the selective focus of evil, which today we call Ahriman's Arrow, plants and animals disappeared, and always the most beautiful, striking species, less adapted to new living conditions. They resisted mostly harmful species, and sometimes multiplied at such a fantastic rate that they literally flooded vast areas. The law of the survival of harmful forms where man has mutilated nature with unprofessional interventions, the Tormans have learned from their own experience."

“What a pity that such a vermin lives in the beautiful crystal sea! I would like to take a bath here if I didn't have a space suit," Tivisa concluded sadly.

"Don't you notice a strange regularity everywhere on Tormance?" asked Tor Lik. "There is always something wrong with all beautiful places, buildings and people."

“Dear Afi,” she addressed Tivis Tora with the friendly nickname they invented for astrophysicists on Earth, ruffling his hair a bit, “it's about time you got back to star flight Nostalgia overtakes you more and more often...”

"You're right. I entered this desolate planet like a withered garden with no exit!”

“Did man change the entire planet like that?” Gen Atal asked, imagining for a moment the inexhaustible bounty of Earth.

“Each planet's resources are limited,” Tor replied. "One cannot take without giving."

"Yes, we have seen many sad things," agreed Tivisa. "Slaughtered animals and exterminated large birds, caught fish, eaten molluscs and algae. Everything was eaten during the disastrous Hundred Years of Hunger. The short-sighted pursuit of quantity, quality and meatiness of products had poisoned rivers, lakes, and seas. The rivers dried up after the cutting down of the forests and the strong evaporation of the water reservoirs. The lakes were gradually silted up with an increased concentration of salt. Drinking water is almost as expensive as food everywhere. Barely enough to farm this poor planet. They don't have enough energy for desalination. There are no distinct polar caps here, and therefore no reserves of freshwater ice. And cattle farming? Have you seen their cattle? Biologically, they are the same goats that once saved the biblical civilization but destroyed all the vegetation on the shores of the Mediterranean Sea.”

“Do they even understand what they've done?” asked Gen Atal. "Have you spoken to the scientists at the biological institutes?"

"I think they understand. But their biology is antiquated and mainly reduced to selection, practical anatomy, physiology and its medical branches. They didn't even study their own animas before they became extinct. That is already lost forever.”

"Forever! Somehow I hear the word too often here, intolerable to man," said Tor Lik, pausing to look at the sea.

The clear water ahead turned cloudy. Earthlings initially thought tangled algae had floated to the surface. But out of the indeterminate mass emerged a whole mass of writhing blue-green tentacles. It soared up to four meters above the surface, twisted and flung its flattened red ends in all directions.

The ship made a sharp turn, the inertia threw the astronauts against the wall of the cabin, and the float's left cigar rose above the water.

The engines roared and the monster disappeared behind the foam wall.

The two Tormans argued quietly about something. Apparently the helmsman had won and was pointing with his hand somewhere away from the stone slab-lined shore.

"We're not landing right next to the city," the other Torman explained to his passengers. “There is a lot of depth around the wharf and we could be attacked by limas. They had never appeared so close to the city before. The side is a shoal where they cannot reach; we will land there. But you will have to make quite a detour on foot.”

"We're not afraid of the long dustance," Tivisa smiled.

"And we're not even afraid of this vermin," Tor Lik broke into the conversation. "Our robots will drive them away or destroy them!"

“Why waste batteries unnecessarily?” Tivisa objected.

"Gen has brought fresh, but we have a long way to go."

“Tivisa is right. In the capital, they claimed that various dangers lurked here. In addition, attacking in water will consume double the amount of energy.”

Tor Lik raised a hand to his forehead in submission.

Below the ship, the slope of the shoal rose from the depths. The guides allowed the astronauts to go up on deck. The heavy still air smelled of nitrous oxide. It wa as if lifeless chemical processes prevaied in the local nature. It turned out that the amazingly flat green bottom was made up of hardened layers of clay. A huge ball of churned-up sediment trailed behind.

“How could you swim here, Tivisa?” Gen Atal pointed to the bottom. "You're going to be in over your head here."

Engines roared, murky water swirled around. The pilot threw the vessel with full force on the shore bank of sand and small pebbles. From there, the Earthlings easily reached the shore along the wide board and transferred their nine legs there as well.

"When should we come back for you?" asked the helmsman in a broken voice.

"There's no need," said Tor, and both mariners visibly breathed a sigh of relief.

"We'll go deeper inland and cross the ridge toward the equator to reach the Men-Zin Plain," the astrophysicist continued, looking at the map. "They'll send a plane over there for us."

"And we'll see the largest dead city in the Back Hemisphere,” added Tivisa.

"Kin-Nan-Te!" cried the helmsman, and fell silent.

His mate pushed him, while bowing to the astronauts and wishing them "the unyielding journey of the snake."

Then the Tormans rocked the vessel, and the ship broke away from the shoal and disappeared into the Mirror Sea.

The Earthlings, left to fend for themselves now, threw off their clothes, packed them into sturdy knapsacks, and attached them to the nine-legged ones.

Then the three figures in dark garnet, malachite green, and cinnamon gold spacesuits took a long, tireless stride along the shore to the oval area by the harbor. The abandoned city greeted them with a depressing monotony, characteristic of hasty and careless construction in the epoch of the population explosion. This was evidenced by houses, schools, former entertainment rooms and hospitals. The peculiar custom of piling up objects for various purposes in cramped quarters condemned children, the sick, and the elderly to live in depressing cramming, and hampered noisy traffic in the narrow, canal-like streets. Both Tivisa and Tor had already observed all this in the living cities.

There was nothing mysterious about the unsightly parallel rows of buildings with uniform window openings that usually attract visitors to abandoned cities. Earthlings hurried through the drab, dusty streets. Crooked tree stumps stood motionless in the sultry air, crumbling at the first touch. Tor entered the building, which caught his eye with its colorfully framed entrance. Rusted strips of reinforced concrete roofing barely supported the ceilings.

Tor decided to go deeper into the house. The gracefully rounded contours of the interior contrasted sharply with the bleak rectangles of most buildings. Through a semi-circular room, crowded with the remains of furniture, he entered a round hall that immediately reminded him of Earth. Looking around, he saw that the walls were tiled with polished dunite and pyroxenite, rocks igneous from the lowest layers of the earth's crust.

Apparently even the deepest zones of the Torman surface had the same composition. As if they wanted to emphasize the same origin, two cylindrical friezes shone red under the dust. Tor recognized them as coarse-grained eclogite with large garnet crystals.

"Tor, where are you?" Tivisa called loudly, stepping in behind him.

“Shhh! Get out of here, the building is barely holding together.”

"Did you discover anything interesting in that dusty room?"

"It is lined with deep igneous rocks that completely resemble terrestrial ones. The internal composition of Tormance is probably very similar to Earth. As a result, the planet has almost the same gravity and character of geological processes.

Behind the city lay a bare plain that rose slowly towards the mountains. The air sizzled with heat and dark spots melted in the distance. The stereo telescope showed that they were the first living trees.

The three Earthlings stomped steadily along the serpentine path of rutted gravel. Over the centuries, the ground had sagged under the wheels of heavy carts so much that the road resembled a river bed.

Just then, Gen Atal came to a halt so suddenly that the nine-legged one crouching next to it raised a cloud of dust as it dug its short legs into the ground.

“Look, we're going through a graveyard!” exclaimed the space defense engineer, pointing to an endless field of small ridges.

Somewhere you could still see the remains of enclosures or cement slabs instead of monuments.

“Does that surprise you, Gen?” said Tor Lik. “Besides, you just came from Coam. Around each city, similar cemeteries are spread for tens of kilometers from the time of overpopulation of the planet, when, due to the lack of fuel, corpses could not be burned, and people had to return to the ancient way of burial. Gigantic cemeteries are one of the most eloquent testimonies of the terrible phosphorus disaster on this planet. If Tormance is so similar to Earth in its elemental composition, then the phosphorus reserves here too must have been quite small. The Tormans not only dissolved the phosphorus in the waste washed into the ocean, from where their poor energy was unable to extract it. They trapped it in their trillions of skeletons and buried it in these desiccated graveyards. In doing so, they excluded it from the cycle of the planet, forgetting that any processes against the flow of entropy cannot do without phosphorus."

"Yes, it's strange why they haven't abandoned the ancient burial of bodily remains?"

"Apparently it was beyond their power to turn events around," said Gen.

"The annihilation of quality by quantity," said Tivisa. "In the green jungles, the tiger was a magnificent animal, inspiring almost mystical terror. But imagine ten thousand tigers driven to a plain like this! No matter how dangerous this mass is, it is only a herd doomed to destruction, there is no tiger in it!”

Gen Atal sighed for unknown reasons and did not say another word.

Sparse vegetation spread out in all directions, disappearing beyond the horizon at the foot of the mountain range. The Earthlings reached the first trees. Short dark brown trunks raised regular funnel-shaped crowns to the leaden sky, the branches of which bore large chocolate-colored leaves. The unusual asymmetry of the stunted cones, built with their bases up, reminded that there was a constant windlessness around the Mirror Sea. The travellers were hot, even though the ventilation of the spacesuits was working at full capacity. The air, escaping through the flaps on the heels, swirled small rivulets of dust with each step.

The twilightless Torman evening found the astronauts among the same trees, but with much stronger trunks and crowns so dense that individual branches were lost in a flood of huge leaves. Long shadows cast across the dry land.

The stiff field showed no signs of life. However, as the Earthlings lay down to rest near a tree growing by the road, a kind of semi-transparent insect flew around the lighted lamp. The astronauts plugged in the air jets on the collars of their spacesuits just in case. Tivisa slowly drew in air through her flared nostrils and said, “Suggestion is a wonderful thing. The nozzle cartridges are supplied with terrestrial air, and perhaps I know that it is only an atomic mixture, absolutely without taste or smell, I feel that the aromatic wind of the northern lakes blows through the stuffiness here... I worked there before the expedition."

"Every fan here must feel like a north wind to a human, against the heat and dust," Tor Lik grumbled, pulling out a cooling pad and snuggling against his robot's side.

The twelve-hour Torman night was too long for the astronauts to wait until dawn. Gen Atal was the first to wake up, plagued by terrifying dreams. He saw flickering gigantic shadows, indistinct figures creeping along sloping stone dykes, red wisps of smoke in gaping chasms. Gen lay for some time, trying to analyze his visions, until he understood that subconscious instincts were warning him of impending danger, distant but undeniable. He got up, and at that moment Tivisa woke up as well.

"It seemed to me something ugly, disturbing. Here on Tormance I feel a strange heaviness at night, especially before dawn.”

"The hour of the Bull, two past midnight," Gen Atal noted. "That's what primitive people called the time shortly before dawn, when the demons of evil and death are said to rule. The Mongols of Central Asia believed that the reign of the Bull ends when the horses lie down before dawn.”

"There's nothing strange about that," said the astrophysicist. "It is quite a natural feeling, containing the physiology of the organism from primeval times and the special state of the atmosphere before dawn."

“For Afi, everything is connected to the cosmos!” laughed Tivisa.

Gen's red-gold robot moved forward. A high-raised lamp on a flexible stem illuminated the way. Black shadows danced wildly in the hollows and potholes, as in Atal's dreams. The nine-footed one bounced on the uneven ground, and the darkness drew closer, then receded for a moment.

In the gusts of darkness, isolated fires of stars always flared up for a moment. To the right, the moon of Tormance shone feebly, its pale glow dimly illuminating the regular top of a distant mountain. Without knowing how, the travellers reached the pass. And once again they had a bare wasteland in front of them... The descent began, just as slow as the ascent. Ahead, something dark loomed in the thinning darkness, covering the entire, barely visible horizon. A faint steady hum could be heard below.

The Earthlings had already gotten used to the vast dry spaces of Yan-Yakh and did not immediately realize that it was bubbling water. The brief dawn extinguished the robot's lamp, and a gloomy purple sun lit up at the rear right. It rose, brightened, and a basin appeared between the mountains. Somewhere below the slope, a small river murmured, and behind it, on the low hills, grew a thicket of gigantic trees.

Even the astronauts, used to fifty meter terrestrial eucalyptus and redwoods, held their breath. Rows of relatively slender trunks, two hundred and fifty to three hundred meters high, formed a continuous canopy of branches and leaves above. The Earthlings descended to the river. They expected a clear mountain stream running over pebbles and gravel, but they came upon a deep, dark, almost imperceptible flow of water, dammed by a piece of huge tree fallen across. The six pilgrims, three humans and three robots, carefully crossed the slippery embankment onto the soft mossy growth. The robots had to make jumps to avoid getting stuck in it with their short legs. Moss was once again replaced by dry stony: the soil, covered in the forest zone with a thick layer of charred leaves and branches. Beneath the walkers' feet, the half-rotten blanket was turning into reddish-brown dust. Apparently, no one has stepped on these extended remains for centuries.

“So this is what the Torman forests looked like before our starships came!” Tivisa said softly.

“I wonder who lived here in those days?” Gen Atal asked, stirring up the dark dust as he dug through the swollen layer of leaves and fruit with his foot. "One could barely make a living down here!"

“In Earth's forests, all living things were concentrated there,” Tivisa pointed with her hand to the twisted branches in the unseen heights.

In response to her gesture, a high-pitched screech echoed through the silence of the forest. The Earthlings froze in surprise.

Somewhere in the distance there was a response that resembled the whistling of a high-speed diamond saw.

Tor Lik hastily pulled out a stereo telescope and tried to catch a glimpse of something in the thick foliage. But at a height of three hundred meters he noticed only a slight movement of the branches.

"Bye!" Gen Atal shouted cheerfully. “Everything beyond the Mirror Sea is not dead after all! The Tormans didn't eat it all!”

"If the Ahriman's Bolt factor is at work, then there's hardly friendly anything left,” Tor Lik smirked. "That scream doesn't make me feel very sympathetic."

The astronauts stood for a long time, listening, and set the eye of the robot's camera to low light. But the vast forest seemed to hold no more life than the dilapidated box-like houses in the town of Cendin-Tot.

The astronauts spent two more days in the forest, wading through deposits of plant dust from hill to hill. Sometimes they came across small gaps in the dense undergrowth that rose up like pillars of dazzling brightness. A leaden gray sky could be seen high up, framed by chocolate branches with thick foliage. On the third day they stopped at the edge of a small clearing.

"We're wasting time," Tivisa said flatly. “If there are a few such screamers preserved in the reserve here, which is undeniably ancient, then we have little hope of ever seeing them, let alone observing them. They are too afraid of man.”

“Except for that one!” Gen whispered, pointing to the opposite side of the clearing.

Behind the pillar of light, an animal slightly smaller than a bear hid among the trees. Keen, bird-like eyes watched the astronauts standing motionless without fear, as if assessing their own strength against that of the invaders.

Tivisa pulled out a stun gun and sent a silver ampoule into the animal's side. It let out a short, deep roar, jumped, and when it got the second ampoule in its hind leg, disappeared. Gen Atal rushed after him. Tivisa curbed his enthusiasm by telling him that the preparation works on large reptiles within two minutes. However, if the animal has a more deeply embedded nervous structure, it takes even longer.

A trail carved into the swollen sediment led to the base of a giant tree that stood out even among the surrounding giants. The animal, intoxicated by a strong narcotic, ran violently against the trunk and collapsed. The unbearable stench of corpses forced the astronauts to put on nasal filters. Only then could they approach the unknown animal closely. His skin was black as a Torman night, hairless, all covered in scales.

The large eyes, now wide and glassy, ​​spoke of a nocturnal lifestyle. The two pairs of curved paws were so close together that they gave the impression that they both came from the same place on the body. Beneath the heavy angular head was another pair of limbs, long and muscular, with sickle-curved claws. The wide, lipless mouth was open to reveal a double row of conical blunt teeth.

Either the effect of the narcotic or the impact with the tree caused the monster to regurgitate the fetid contents of its stomach.

Tor Lik grabbed Tivisa's hand sharply and pointed to a half-digested human skull thrown out with the other bone fragments. Both researchers flinched at Gen Atal's shout: "Be careful, he's coming!" 

The back paw jerked once, twice... That's impossible! thought Tivisa. The stun gun works for at least an hour. She looked around and jumped at the sight of several pairs of eyes as big and red as the sleeping monster's. They stared at her from the darkness. One of the animals, half covered in a layer of decay, crept writhing towards the dazed animal.

“Tor, faster!” Tivisa whispered.

The robot's protective field hurled the insolent monster away, its roar disappearing into an impenetrable wall.

Tor Lik moved the nine-legged creature to the other side and Tivisa began to wrestle with the anesthetized animal. Gen Atal pulled a device similar to Tivisa's stun gun from his robot and placed a round case on it with a toothed pin in the middle. So far, the astrophysicist has been helping Tivis. They turned over the monster's torso together and took electrograms.

Gen Atal set his gun to full blast and fired upwards along the tree they were standing by. The pod clung perfectly to the fork of two massive branches at a height of more than three hundred meters. A remote-controlled motor released a snap hook on a thin cable. Gen attached the braided straps to it, connected them with two buckles, and the makeshift lift was complete.

In a few minutes, Tivisa swung to a dizzying height, propelled by a motor hidden in the pod. Using her own pistol, she hammered several staples into the trunk with a ring for the safety wire and the robots' hanger. The last to rise into the branches was Gen Atal and his nine-legged robot. As soon as the protective field was turned off, the monsters lurking behind the trees rushed towards the animal, which had not yet woken up. The crunch of bones and drawn-out howls left no doubt about the fate of one of the last great animals to inhabit the planet before it was ravaged by man.

The slender trunk, stiff as a steel spring, swayed faintly as the lifting motor worked.

Tivis was cheered up by the incident. After walking through dusty plains and cities, she found herself at an intoxicating height for the first time. The thin trunk intensified the sense of danger, and the situation in which the girl could only rely on the strength of her own body and brain was very tempting to her...

Gen Atal pushed himself even higher. From the impenetrable tangle of leaves came his triumphant cry: "So there it is!"

“What is there?” asked Tor Lik.

"Airflow, Steady Wind!"

"Of course! If that was the only reason we climbed to this height, you could have asked me earlier."

"And how did you manage to detect air currents without instruments?"

"Have you noticed increased moisture in the crowns?"

"Yes of course! Now everything is clear! So that explains the tremendous height of the trees! It tries to achieve a constant air current that blows over the mountains and brings moisture from the leeward side... Excellently furnished! Let's get out here, we'll turn on the robot and start building the glider.”

"Glider?"

"Of course. I remembered that we could transport ourselves over passes, rivers, or sea bays.”

The uniform greenish-brown blanket was about a hundred meters lower than the towering crown of the tree that the astronauts had glimpsed.

Towards the equator and the axial meridian, the steep slopes of the gray-purple mountains cut through the forest. Behind them a great river once flowed through the fertile plain of Men-Zin, and there was one of the oldest cities on the planet, Kin-Nan-Te. The Earthlings wanted to get into it, and then call the plane from there.

Gen and Tor began unwrapping huge swaths of the finest translucent fabric and stretching it over fiber frames that instantly hardened in the air.

Tivisa filled the information reels with new observations.

When the sun rose, the astronauts descended below, sheltered in the leaves, and waited for the wind currents to increase. From the large, hook-shaped leaves emanated an intoxicating fragrance that dried up travellers' throats.

"We'd better put on our masks," Tivisa advised.

The men obeyed her and breathing improved. Tor Lik, pressed against the trunk, was enjoying the sight of Tivisa. She made herself comfortable in a tangle of branches as long as a giant palm, and while swaying gently, she worked calmly at a height of three hundred meters, as if she had lived her entire short life in the trees.

Gen Atal distributed the tubes of food and thought.

"I can't forget the skull from that monster's stomach,” he said suddenly. "Would they be cannibals?"

"It's possible," Tivisa replied. "But it's more like they feed on corpses. Think of two peculiarities that contradict each other. In size, the animals resemble large predators, but their teeth, although massive, are short and blunt. They are probably the largest land animals on Tormaus, which have survived because they changed their diet. It probably happened at the time of the catastrophe in the Hundred Years of Hunger, when there was no shortage of corpses, if the people themselves did not compete with them in eating the same food."

"You say terrible things, Tivisa," said Gen Atal, grimly.

"Nature helps itself out of dead ends in the most ruthless ways. Cannibalism ceases to be a forbidden thing in the low development of emotions and intellect, when the insistent desire of a hungry body darkens the feelings and paralyzes the will."

Tor Lik stretched his tired legs.

"If a person has been eaten here, the landscape certainly cannot be deserted."

"Stub-nosed raptors can run great distances. And then you forgot what they told us recently at the Biological Institute?”

“About wandering people and entire settlements, hidden in remote areas?” Tor Lik remembered. "Perhaps this is the danger they were warning us about."

"But they could have thought of limas, or these here" Tivisa pointed down and threw the empty tube there.

A deafening roar came in response.

"It's terrible that they didn't warn us," said Tor Lik.

"Or do they not know anything themselves?"

"That's hard to believe!" Tivisa protested. "But it's really terrible. Perhaps there has been no one in the reservations for a long time?”

"That's quite possible because the people here aren't attracted to nature,” Tor replied. "Here, only fragments of it remain, which have been preserved for purely utilitarian reasons without depth and inner passion, without complex interrelationships. What interest in nature can there be!”

"How can you talk like that?" wondered Gen. "You must have visited dozens of reservations didn't anything interest you, nothing excited you, perhaps because of its unusualness?"

“They showed us fifteen protected areas,” Tivisa said.

"More so. You must have found something everywhere. Even humans, the descendants of those who carefully tended nature in various places on the planet?”

"Gen, understand that all reserves on Tormance are new plantings on the site of destroyed forests and steppes. There is nothing ancient about them, just like few species of animals in zoos. Those animals degenerated and were again returned to a supposedly savage way of life amidst regular rows of vegetation. But we didn't see a single really big tree!”

"Then the three of us are for the first time on an island of primeval Torman nature! But I wouldn't like to stay here any longer. Three days is quite enough.”

“Absolutely, Gen! We have nothing to wait for. Maybe we'll come back here by helicopter to track down the unknown squeals,” said Tivisa.

The wind rustled faintly in the leaves. The Earthlings quickly assembled a second diamond-shaped glider out of fabric that weighed next to nothing, fitting it with turbine pods with neat propellers. The energy was everywhere for two or three minutes, which was enough for the start. Gen and two robots formed the crew of one rhombus. Tivisa, Tor and the third nine-footer took their places on the second glider structure. The propellers spun, the transparent rhombuses slipped one by one from the top of the tree and floated slowly over the carpet of fused crowns towards the mountains. Gen Atal breathed a sigh of relief. While the propellers were spinning, the gliders reached the edge of the forest, and, captivated by the rising air vortex, flew to the second mountain wall. The steep, dark purple walls of the high plateaus were impossible to cross in the weak air currents.

Gen Atal steered the glider into a wide passage between steep rocks.

To the astronauts' astonishment, the lozenges landed among hills of hardened dirt, next to a good road, only slightly damaged by debris and potholes.

Tor Lik was about to fold his glider, but Gen waved his hand: "The charges in the turbines are exhausted, the fibers have hardened and cannot be bent, unnecessary burden."

The astrophysicist looked regretfully at the large rhombus spread out on the hillside.

The climb up the hot gorge took several hours. The Earthlings stopped to rest in the shade of a steep slope.

"We can walk the path even at night,” said Tor Lik and began to inflate a soft pillow.

"I wish we could reach the pass before daylight,” Gen Atal argued lazily. "We'll see how it looks beyond the mountains. If a better road has been preserved there, we will go on robots.”

"Wonderful idea," agreed Tor Lik. "Who wouldn't like to ride a nine-legged horse! Tivisa already excelled in this kind of sport at school... Where is she anyway?” asked the astrophysicist.

"When traveling around Tormance, we often have unnecessary worries," Gen Atal said calmly. "But Tivisa, look at her," he pointed with his hand at a tall rock of alternating layers of sandstone and soft whitish clay. The cliff rose steeply, full of cracks and broken boulders, resembling the ruins of a gigantic staircase. Tivisa was jumping from ledge to ledge on the steep wall, her tiny figure glowing in the rays of the red sun.

Tor and Gen gestured for her to go into the shadows, but Tivisa was forcefully calling them to her.

Tor Lik stood up and looked regretfully at his soft pillow.

However, when they saw fragments of large black smooth bones at the foot of the cliff, the men's nonchalance vanished.

Tivisa stood on a ledge where a rolled boulder revealed the skeletons of large animals. Nearby, the half-destroyed skull of another animal jutted out of the sandstone. A thick protrusion, something between a horn and a tusk, stuck out from the wall as if it still threatened enemies.

The trio of Earthlings observed the skeletons. Their color and preservation indicated that the animals had died in water reservoirs. The entire cliff was covered with bones. This proved that life was once abundantly seething here.

Tivisa and Tor saw several skeletons of excavated animals in the biology center's museum. But the collections there did not reflect the true history of life on Tormance, and could not be compared at all to the magnificent picture of the past in the museums on Earth.

Earth man could see his own roots on his home planet and appreciate the path of the magnificent ascent from the primordial living cell to thinking life, the millions of ages of suffering, the endless birth and death of living matter.

The soil strata of Tormance preserve evidence of the historical development of life down to the level of animals of considerably lower intellect than Earth's dogs, horses, elephants, not to mention cetaceans.

Here, paleontology proved that man was merely an alien invader and preserved evidence of his criminal destruction of the original life on the planet. It didn't help that he was hiding his origins by coming from somewhere in the White Stars.

The vast steppes of the Rear Hemisphere, now dusty and barren, were once as rich in life as the vast plains of tall, rolling grass with millions of herds of mammals and flocks of birds, once destroyed in America and Africa.

"Tivisa, what's the matter with you?" Tor asked.

"I thought about it! Bring the instruments, we'll do craniograms,” Tivisa squinted her slanted eyes, tired from the harsh light.

The trio of pilgrims and the three faithful nine-legged ones persistently overcame the rising terrain and plunged into the shadow of the deep purple escarpment of the main massif.

The sun's rays were already gliding parallel to the surface of the plateau as the gorge widened. The horizon began to descend. Behind remained a wide clearing with primeval forest, in front, towards the equator, lay a stony chaos of multi-colored rocks, ground before the planet dried up.

Ridges, jagged edges, regular cones and stepped pyramids, gash-like passes, walls with regular columnar formations, rubble and dry riverbeds, all these were mixed in a colorful labyrinth with patches of dense shadow, now dark blue, now purple-black.

In the distance, in a misty haze, illuminated by the setting purple sun, the accumulations leveled off and passed unnoticed into the desert steppe of the Men-Zin Plain. Water flashed faintly through the dust screen above the horizon. There, the purple mist was turning into a torn wall of blue clouds, lying low over the steppe.

It was colder here and the Earthlings started running down the hill.

The serpentine path was blocked in places by fallen stones. The pilgrims ran for hours, and next to them, not far behind, three nine-legged robots hurried. In the lower areas lay a zone of sands, blown in ancient times by the wind on the slopes of the foothills. Sand drifts cut the bends of the road like sharp ridges.

Tivisa was breathing hard, Tor and Gen were also showing fatigue. The astrophysicist stopped suddenly.

"Why are we running anyway? And at such a pace! We are still far from the water on the horizon, and it is getting dark. After all, we have not fixed the exact time when we will come to Kin-Nan-Te.”

Tivisa laughed and caught her breath.

"Yes, why? Apparently, we are subconsciously driven by the desire to be as far away from unpleasant forests and their inhabitants as possible. I declare a rest!”

Vertical streaks of selenite crystals cut across the ridge of the hill below which the astronauts camped. For security, they set up nine-footers around the camp. Although they did not engage the protective field, they created a barrier from invisible rays, connected to an automatic protective relay.

“Just in case there are skull eaters here too,” Gen Atal smiled as he adjusted the beam wall.

Tor Lik tried to establish contact with the starship via the reflected beam, but was unsuccessful. The performance of the robots was not sufficient to create its own wave path, and without it, long-distance communication required knowledge of atmospheric conditions.

... Tivisa was awakened by a soft rustling, and the girl did not immediately realize that it was the stirring of the wind that blew from the spacious plain of Men-Zin before dawn. The thorny bushes around looked like small people stooping sullenly with matted hair reaching down to the sand. They shivered and shook their heads ruefully.

Tivis felt a pang of nostalgia for a moment, but it was gone again.

She herself did not know exactly whether it was caused by the wind, man's constant guide on Earth, missing here for so long, or by the sad vegetation of the Torman wasteland.

They went on another pilgrimage. The road has improved. The robots retracted the short, sharp paws and replaced them with shafts with soft grips underneath, extended the footrests, and erected a tall lever in the center of the metal casing, which served as both a steering and a support for the rider. Enthusiasts drove without a lever, but it required instant reaction and a developed sense of balance.

Then, of course, ordinary driving became a sport. Tivisa, in her dark garnet space suit with pink embellishments, with a flowing mane of black hair, balanced gracefully and deftly on the steps as she hurtled through the wasteland. Gen Atal watched her in fascination and was not surprised when his nine-footer braked before turning.

The girl set such a fast pace that in two hours they had all descended into the wide river valley. A mighty river once flowed here. Deprived of its indispensable watershed after deforestation, its course, with its many dams, turned into a series of lakes, the evaporation of which increased the less water remained in them and the drier the climate became.

Soon, isolated lakes with a thick salt solution stretched along the deepest parts of the former riverbed.

Red sands as hard as concrete covered the edges of the valley. Closer to the water they rose pink, became lighter and brighter, and around the lakes the eye passed from the dazzling play of light rays in bands of turquoise, amethyst and violet crystals. The same crystals covered the salted remains of dead trees, sticking here and there in the stifling heat from the shallow bluish water above the still surface of the pools.

The Earthlings lost some time by going around the slushy mud and cut through the riverbed in the places where the former tributary dug a hollow in the high embankment, which made it easier for them to climb the hundred-meter slope. The sense of orientation did not disappoint the astronauts here either. No sooner had they climbed ashore than they saw a huge city. It was located just a few kilometers from the river. Only the high shore and the unusual refraction of the heated air above the salt lakes prevented the pilgrims from seeing the largest city of the Rear Hemisphere from the mountains. Even from afar, they noticed that the old part is far better preserved than the areas built later.

Towers, similar to archaic pagodas on Earth, stood proudly above the ruins of the outskirts of the ancient metropolis.

The octagonal multi-storied towers, tapering a little towards the top, were decorated with beautiful ornaments, projections and balconies and shone with colorful paneling, in which repeated motifs of twisted faces between writhing snakes, or stylized rosettes of disk-shaped Torman flowers. Other pagodas seemed girt with finely toothed combs of black metal, alternating bands of gray metal plates, or cross-carved gratings.

Towers rose high on columns with arcades. Once surrounded by parks and pools, now all that remains are rotting logs and ceramic-lined pits.

The airport at Kin-Nan-Te lay on the equator. The travellers had to go through the entire city, but it was convenient for them. The ancient part of the city was worth a visit, even if they had to sacrifice one extra day. They struggled to make their way through the ruins of buildings from the last period of Kin-Nan-Te. Storms and earthquakes, which spared the city of Cendin-Tot on the shore of the Mirror Sea, destroyed the hastily built houses and turned them into shapeless piles of stones, boards and beams. Only the gigantic iron pipes of the ancient aqueduct, supported by spiral springs made of iron snakes, cut straight and unyielding through the chaos of rubble. The colossal gate between the Old and New Towns looked just as majestic, with their eight symbolic passes.

Heavy portals with black roofs rested on square pillars about fifteen meters high. The astronauts walked through the main entrance and it was as if they entered another world. There was the same ominous monumental architecture as in the Gardens of Coam, but far more flamboyant. Each of the huge buildings was supposed to proclaim the smallness of man, to make him feel like a worthless, easily interchangeable part of the social mechanism, in which he performed his task without thinking and without the right to be understood.

The signs of decay were even more evident in the central part of the city when looking at the dried up ponds, the canals, the dead trees in the parks or the high arched arches of the bridges that bent uselessly over the empty riverbeds.

The regular steps of the astronauts and the light hooting of the nine-year-olds, who once again stuck out their rough paws, resounded noisily on the stone slabs of the streets and squares.

Wide staircases led to tall buildings in the center of the portico, still preserved in bright colors. The steep roofs sloped proudly, the doorways in the form of large keyholes seemed to hide something forbidden. Instead of the usual capitals, the columns ended in intertwined corbels, their bases represented either chained people, crushed by an unbearable weight, or a ball of scaly snakes.

The pilgrims passed a cluster of tall houses and found themselves in front of a huge, apparently very old tower. A portion of its twelve cornices had collapsed, revealing the inner structure of the complex blackened passageways and corridors behind the thick, dilapidated walls. The Earthlings felt something mysterious, a strange premonition seized them. The two ominous-looking statues made of rough metal that guarded the access to the tower probably contributed to this.

"You can feel it here too," Tivisa broke the heavy silence.

She squatted down and began examining the raised spots on the board. "Blood! Absolutely fresh blood!”

The mysterious silence of the ancient city became threatening.

Who could have left bloody marks on the pavement of the square?

Animals or people?

Suddenly, incomprehensible sounds reached them from somewhere in the distance. To the astronauts, they sounded like human screams coming from the windows of the tower.

Obeying the same impulse, they tried to penetrate inside, but could not get even a step. Collapsed interior ceilings blocked the lower part of the building, there was not even a crack anywhere. The Earthlings returned to the square and listened.

The wail was even more distinct.

Sounds came from different directions, faded away, and grew stronger again.

Finally, shrill human voices could be heard from the direction of the gate through which the trio entered the city. Tivisa had the impression that she recognized individual words in the Yan-Yakh language.

“See, the city seems to have inhabitants!” she exclaimed happily, but her words were interrupted by a wail so desperate that they all started. The scream faded until it finally died away in the mixture of noise and the calls of many people.

Tivisa looked back helplessly. Tor Lik was about to rush forward from where they heard the screams, but then changed his mind and returned to his friends. Gen Atal wasted no time in deploying the nine-foot shielding beam. Voices approached simultaneously from two sides. They were the only two exits from the square to the adjacent streets.

Adjacent to the tower was a wall of gray stone with a narrow entrance between two columns topped by iron serpents.

Gen Atal suggested that they hide there together.

A group of people appeared at the top of the stairs. No one noticed the Earthlings, but they could see the cluster.

They were young people, apparently belonging to the Kzhi stratum, ragged and dirty, with the dull faces of drug addicts. Among them, haphazardly dressed women with disheveled hair wandered absentmindedly.

The young hulks in front dragged a pair of battered people, a man and a woman, naked, covered in mud, sweat and blood. The woman's long hair hid her face, bent to her chest.

An excited roar roared from the gate. A new group of furious shouters burst into the square where the meetings were apparently being held.

Tivisa looked at Tor with a mute question. He put a finger to his mouth and shrugged.

A man stripped to the waist stepped out of the other group, his hair tied in a knot. He raised his right hand and shouted something.

Laughter answered him from the staircase. The women screamed, One shouted over the other. The astronauts did not immediately understand the terrible meaning of what they heard.

“We caught two! We ended one on the spot. We dragged another one to the gate. He also died there, that will be a mouthful for...” The travellers did not understand the unknown word.

"And we caught two too, from the same expedition! We have a female! Is nice! Softer and thicker than ours. Give?"

"Give it!" shouted the half-naked one with the knot.

The captive's hands were twisted so that she hunched over in pain. Then one of the young men kicked her down the stairs with a sharp kick and the woman collapsed against the statues. Half-naked, he ran to the stunned victim and dragged her by the hair to a pile of sand near the tower. Here the captive man broke free from his tormentors, but was caught by another member of the gang, under whose unbuttoned tunic a tattoo of a flying bird could be seen. Bereft of fury, the man screamed wildly, grabbed the tattooed man by the ears, and both started rolling down the stairs. Each time the captive found himself at the top, he struck his tormentor's head against the rung of the stairs. The tattooed man lay motionless at the base of the column. The mob ran down with a roar.

The man managed to run to the half-naked man who was dragging the woman. The brute knocked him down with a skilled blow, but did not stop. The captive grabbed the victor's legs, bit his ankle with all his might, and knocked him to the ground.

But the members of the gang had already rushed to their leader's aid, tore the battered man apart and laid him face down on the tiles in front of the statues. The half-naked man jumped up and grinned a wide mouth with sparse teeth. There was no anger in his prized smile, only bitter triumph, intoxication over a vanquished enemy.

Gen Atal disentangled himself from the wall, but before he could take another step, the half-naked man yanked a harpoon-toothed dagger from his belt and plunged it up to the hilt into the captive's back.

The three Earthlings, unhappy that they had not intervened in time, ran out into the square. A hundred throats let out a wild roar, but when the group saw the strange appearance of the strangers, they stopped and fell silent.

Tivisa bent over the mortally wounded man and examined the dagger. The blade was covered with flexible steel sheets and resembled the cone of a coniferous tree with long scales.

A similar weapon could only be pulled out with the entrails.

Tivissa made an immediate decision: calming the wounded man by hypnosis, she pressed on his neck in two points and the man stopped living.

The woman was unable to stand up. She crawled over to the astronauts and held out her hand pleadingly. The half-naked leader lunged at her, but flipped and hit his head on the cobblestones with a thud. Knocked down by an airwave from an unloaded narcotic pistol, Tor Lik lunged at the woman to help her to her feet. From somewhere, another heavy knife flew out of the group, dug into the woman's shoulder blades, and killed her on the spot. Another dagger hit Tor's suit and flew to the side, a third whizzed around Tivisa's face. Remembering technique as always, Gen Atal engaged his robot's protective field, which he fortunately commanded in time to follow him.

Amidst the unceasing roar of the enraged mobs and the clang of knives bouncing off the invisible wall, the Earthlings hid in a passage in the wall. The attackers did not immediately understand that they were dealing with an insurmountable force. They retreated to the square and began to confer. When the astronauts looked around, they recognized that they were in a former park, surrounded by massive walls. Piles of rotting trunks lay between stone columns with inscriptions, plaques, and statues. It was a centuries-old cemetery from a time when people buried their dead in cities around show churches. The cemetery wall would not hold back the onslaught of the attackers, so Gen Atal chose a place to set up a protective field not far from the entrance. He placed two robots in opposite corners of a square, which he defined with four posts made of dark blue ceramic. The border of the forbidden zone thus became even more visible for the attackers. After a few assaults, they would becomed conditioned to the fact that it was impossible to pass, so the field could then be disconnected from time to time. The state of the batteries was of great concern to the space defense engineer. They didn't count on such events and used a lot of energy to drive fast...

Tor Lik erected a periscope on the nine-foot, which also served as an antenna. The hour has come when the Dark Flame will create a reflective "mirror" in the upper layers of the atmosphere over the city of Kin-Nan-Te. The astronauts would request a plane, and at the same time they could consult about the situation.

The connection indicator glowed blue. To save energy, the astronauts decided to conduct the conversation without a picture, with the robots turned off.

A shaken Tivisa wandered among the graves, unable to calm down. She still blamed herself for coming late to help the captives.

Tor Lik approached the girl and wanted to hug her, but she dodged him and stepped back.

“Who are these creatures? They look like people, and yet they are not people. What are they doing here?” she asked as if in pain.

"This is certainly the danger the Torman officials hinted at," Gen said with conviction. "They are probably ashamed to admit that on the planet Yan-Yakh there are such species... you can't call it a society... such criminal gangs, as if they were survivors of the Earth's Dark Ages, against whom the strictest laws and the cruelty of the “Purples” will do nothing."

“I have to talk to them! Gene, turn off the field!” Tivisa headed for the passage in the wall.

As soon as she appeared, the crowd in the square started shouting. Tivisa raised her hand to indicate she wanted to speak. The two chieftains, half-naked and tattooed, approached her from two sides, accompanied by their companions. The women looked like sisters to each other and swayed their thin buttocks as they walked.

“Who are you?” Tivisa asked in the Yan-Yakh language.

"And who are you?" replied the tattooed man. He spoke in a primitive dialect with indistinct pronunciation, swallowing consonants and raising his voice singingly at the end of sentences.

“Your guests from Earth!” 

The four laughed and pointed their fingers at Tivisa.

Laughter spread throughout the gang.

"What are you laughing at?"

"Our guests!" shouted the half-naked, emphasizing the first word. "Soon you'll be ours...," and he made a gesture that left no doubt about Tivisa's fate.

The Earthling didn't get embarrassed, didn't even move and said: "Don't you understand that you are hurtling irrevocably into the abyss, that the malice you accumulate will eventually turn against you?"

One of the women, angry and bristling like an irritated cat, suddenly approached Tivisa.

"We're taking revenge, taking revenge, taking revenge!" she shouted.

"On whom?"

"To everyone! Them! To those who die like a dumb brute, and to those who play tricks on the rulers for the sake of their lives!”

"Who's that?"

"The vile slave who still justifies his slavery, the one who deceives others but himself crawls on his belly before the rulers, who betrays and kills secretly. Oh, how I hate them!”

"But who hurt you? You personally?” 

The woman's face contorted.

“Oh! You pure, beautiful, omniscient! Kill her, kill them all! What are waiting for, you cowards!” she screamed.

Psychopath, thought Tivisa. She looked at the faces of the people in front of her and was horrified to find no sign of thought in them. Only the wild obscurity and dull spirit of a stunted child stared from their eyes.

Tivisa backed into the goal just in time. Gen Atal watched the conversation closely with his hand on the button. He engaged protection and the hurled pursuers rolled across the cobblestones of the ancient square.

The girl hid her face in her hand, as she always did in moments of disappointment and failure.

"What else can you do, Tivi?" Tor addressed her by the intimate nickname he had invented for her already at the time of the joint Hercules feats.

“If only Fai Rodis had been here!” Tivisa replied bitterly.

“I'm afraid she wouldn't do anything with them either. Perhaps she would use her power to mass hypnotize... Then she would stop them, but what next? We stopped them too, but we won't kill them with a laser beam just to save our precious lives!”

“Of course not.” Tivisa fell silent, listening to the noise that reached them from the square over the graveyard wall.

“Maybe they need narcotics. Remember how their consumption spread in ancient times, especially after the chemical industry began to produce them cheaper than alcohol and tobacco?”

“I have no doubt that they use narcotic drugs. Just watch them move. But the most important thing is that they stopped being human. Man was raised by society, not by the herd. And a troop is a herd...,” added Tivisa. "I'm just sorry Fai isn't with us."

"What's stopping us from inviting her here?" Tor asked.

“Afi, didn't you joke that Rodis had to stay hostage in the palace of the rulers?” said Gen Atal. “And he'll stay there until we all return to the Dark Flame.”

“Look, they've scaled the wall!” Tivisa exclaimed.

Realizing that the protective field only covered the entrance, the besiegers began to scramble over the rampart. Soon the roaring mob was running around the cemetery. They squeezed and shoved each other in the aisles between the monuments and statues. They were thrown back at the blue enamel columns. The two robots in the corners were reliable. Gen Atal ordered the protective field to a minimum voltage, so it was permeable to light and powerful weapons, but those attackers did not have.

The deep star flight signal, similar to distant thunder, brought immense relief to the astronauts. Instead of a dark blue light, yellow shone on the robot. The Dark Flame asked for a connection. Tor Lik shut down the field at the gate where Gen was guarding, and the third nine-footer began transmitting.

Grif Rift asked: "How long can you last with ring protection?"

“It all depends on how often they attack, Tor replied.

"Expect the worst."

"Then we'll last eight hours at most."

Grif Rift examined the map of Tormance.

"Our discoid will fly seven thousand kilometers to you in five hours. The rocket would be there in an hour. But with insufficient knowledge of the planet's surface, we cannot target it with sufficient precision. Couldn't you make your way beyond the city?”

"It is not possible. I'm afraid it wouldn't be possible without casualties.”

“You're right, Tor. Then it's not worth sending even a discoid. Let the Tormans deal with them themselves. Their planes don't take more than five or six hours to get to Kin-Nan-Te either. I'll call Rodis right away. I turn on the videophone and the memory machine. Give me a video feed to record and hold on!”

Tor Lik hastily relayed the image and shut down the connection. It was high time. Gen Atal signaled danger and a third robot shielded the entrance with a protective field.

Time passed and the mob continued to rage obstinately and dully at the borders defined by the four blue pillars. Gen blamed himself for not taking the psychic batteries from the starship that were used when an animal attacked a person. They would drive away the wild-faced Tormans because they would instill in them a sense of panicked animal fear. Astronauts needed a similar device now like never before, but they could do nothing but wait. They could destroy the group, but such a thought could not even occur to Earthlings.

At the time, in the Gardens of Coam, Fai Rodis was explaining the situation to Engineer Tael, begging him to immediately send a plane to rescue the endangered trio.

"Due to the lack of fuel, only the Council of Four decides on flights."

“Then inform the Council immediately, or better yet, the ruler himself.” Tael stood undecided.

"You do understand that we have little time!" exclaimed Rodis in astonishment. "Why do you delay?"

"It is very difficult for me to report to the ruler," Tael said hoarsely. "It will be faster if you yourself..."

“Why didn't you say it right away!” and Fai hurried to the chambers of the Chairman of the Council of Four.

Fortunately, Choyo Chagas did not go anywhere that day. In half an hour they ushered Fai into the green chamber, which had become a permanent place for her meetings with the Tormance ruler.

"I foresaw something similar," said Choyo Chagas, looking at the image taken by the star flight. "That's why the relevant officials persuaded your researchers not to risk the trip."

"But they didn't explain to them what the danger was!"

“The administrator of each area is ashamed, or rather, afraid to speak about those inhuman creatures. They call them, ‘blasphemers of both blessings'.”

"Both blessings?"

"Of course. Long life and easy death. They have renounced both and therefore must be destroyed. The state cannot tolerate such arbitrariness. But they hide in abandoned and remote cities. Combating them is made difficult by imperfect transportation, and so they remain an embarrassment to administrators of any band.”

"We're wasting time like hell," said Rodis. “Every minute missed can spell doom for our crew. They do have reliable protection, but the batteries are not inexhaustible."

The narrow impenetrable eyes of Choyo Chagas stared intently at Rodis.

“Your nine-leggeds have the power to kill. I remember how they used to swing the doors in this palace,” the ruler smiled wryly.

"Of course, each robot has a cutting beam, infrasound for overcoming obstacles, and finally a laser... But I don't understand where you're going?"

"A woman with such a sharp intelligence and she can't understand that instead of wasting energy on a protective field, those bad guys need to be destroyed."

"They won't!"

"Even if you order them to?"

“I cannot issue such an immoral order. But even if I tried, no one would fulfill it. It is one of the main principles of our company."

"Incredibly! How can a society exist on such a flimsy basis?”

“I'll explain later, but let's not waste time now and give the order! We could send our own discoid, but it doesn't fly faster than your security service planes, and we don't know how to deal with such a wild bunch under the laws here. What do you use in similar cases? Soothing music or the gas of temporary joy?”

"Gas of joy!" said Choyo Chagas with a strange accent. “So be it! How many hours does your people have enough energy for? Can't you send them a rocket with batteries from your almighty starship?” 

Rodis looked at the signaling bracelet that recorded the time the signal came from the city of Kin-Nan-Te.

"The energy supply is enough for about seven hours. But we can't land a rocket accurately without correction stations. We would kill our colleagues because the square where they are surrounded is too small.”

Choyo Chagas got up.

“I can see that their fate is of great concern to you. After all, you are not at all as cold and emotionless as you try to make us Yan-Yakh residents out to be!” He turned the tiny disc on the table and headed into the next room. "I'll be back in a moment!"

A tall thin “Snake” with sunken eyes and a wide frog mouth with thin lips awaited him.

"Send two planes from the security reserve to Kin-Nan-Te to assist our guests from Earth," the ruler began, looking over the respectfully bowed official. "Their protection will work for another seven hours," Choyo Chagas continued, "which means that in seven and a half hours it will be too late. Do you hear, in half past seven!”

“Understood, great one!” the official raised devoted eyes to the ruler.

"The blasphemers must be exterminated to the last. This time without all the interrogations and delays. Just destroy!”

The "snake carrier" bowed even deeper and left. Choyo Chagas was talking to himself on the way to the green room: “We'll see if they are as childishly naive as Circe assures me. Although it is an experiment in a way.”

“The order is issued. And my orders are carried out here!” 

Fai Rodis thanked him with a look, but suddenly sharpened her attention.

"What experiment are you thinking of?"

"I would like to ask you a few questions myself," said Choyo Chagas quickly. "After this lesson, will you still try to visit the distant regions of the planet?"

"No. The expedition took place only at the express wish of our scientific workers, who wanted to see the primeval nature of Yan-Yakha."

"Well, they saw that then!"

"The danger did not come from nature. The 'blasphemers' are just a product of human society based on the suppression of equality."

"What equality are you talking about?"

“About one thing! The one that gives everyone the same opportunities.”

"Equality is excluded. People are so different, and therefore their possibilities cannot be the same. When the planet's limited resources are exhausted to the max, not every human is fit to live. People consume a lot, but if they don't have abilities, what are they better than worms?”

"Do you consider only those who have excellent abilities to be worthy of life? But there are simply good, decent and conscientious workers!”

"How to know who is good and who is bad?" Choyo Chagas smiled scornfully.

"It's quite simple after all. Even in deep prehistoric times, they knew how to recognize people. Is it not possible that you do not know such old words as sympathy, charm, charm of personality?”

"And how do you find me?" asked the ruler.

“You're smart. You have excellent abilities, but at the same time you are bad and therefore a very dangerous person.”

"How did you determine this?"

“You know yourself well, and that's where your suspicion, grandiosity complex, and need to eliminate people who are better than you come from. You want to own everything on the planet. And maybe you clearly know that your wish is completely irrational, it is stronger than you. You also reject contact with other worlds only because you cannot control them.”

"You are a complete clairvoyant!" Choyo Chagas tried to hide his embarrassment with his habitual expression of scornful pride. "Since a certain time... since a certain time, I want to own even that which is not yet on my planet."

He turned sharply and left the room.

Tivisa awoke from her self-hypnosis, with the help of which the Earthlings took turns ridding themselves of the spectacle of the raging mob, as it was beyond human strength.

The "blasphemers" had the relentlessness of psychopaths. The sight of the three astronauts sitting impassively and motionless cross-legged on the stone slab infuriated the attackers.

Maybe we should show fear so they calm down a bit, Tivisa thought. Almost five hours had passed since they had spoken to the starship. The girl had no doubt that help would come in time, but the last hours of passive waiting were excruciatingly long. And after waking up, every minute increased the anxiety. Most people in the Era of the United Hands were able to predict the next events. Their ancestors once did not understand that the sensitive perception of mutual plot contexts and the possibility of looking into the future is nothing supernatural and quite similar to mathematical reasoning. Until the theory of foresight existed, only people gifted with a particularly developed feeling for the continuity and duration of phenomena in time could engage in such activity, and they were generally regarded as clairvoyants.

Tivisa listened to her feelings, which clearly heralded doom. Inevitable death loomed over them like a massive pagoda outside the gates of a graveyard. In a painful desire to postpone the perceived inevitability, the girl sat at the head of the peacefully sleeping Tor and sadly belonged to the infinitely dear, wise and, at the same time, childishly naive face. The sense of hopelessness spoke more and more, and with it grew tenderness and a strange feeling of guilt that she had failed to protect the man she loved.

Sensing her gaze, the astrophysicist stood up and woke Gen Atal.

The men first inspected the robots.

“Minimum consumption works reliably, but the supply is too small,” Tor Lik said quietly.

"Two filaments out of twenty-seven, and only on resonant power," Gen Atal agreed, crouching in front of his robot.

"There are three in mine..."

“If the planes don't arrive at the appointed time, we'll call the Dark Flame.” An angry Grif Rift told them that Fai was with the ruler himself. He gave the order in her presence. Help must come any minute. Rift begged them not to shut down the channel until they knew how things stood.

Another half hour passed... Forty minutes. Aircraft over Kin-Nan-Te did not appear. The evening shadow of the huge pagoda fell over the cemetery. Even the "blasphemers" fell silent. They sat on the paths and on the graves, hugging their knees with their hands and watching the Earthlings. Have they figured out yet that the protective field that initially formed a thin dark wall around the travellers is becoming more transparent? From time to time someone threw a knife as if to test the strength of the protective wall. The knife flew away, clattered against the stones, and all was still again.

Grif Rift suddenly broke through the strained silence of the graveyard with a sweet earthy speech. There was a buzz in the group.

“Tivisa, Tore, Gene, listen! Rodis was just talking to Choyo Chagas. Planes are fighting their way through the storm that rages over the Men-Zin Plain. He will arrive a little later. Save batteries as much as possible, update me on the situation at any moment, I'm not going anywhere!”

Will a storm come here, in the calmest reaches of Tormance?

And why are they only finding out now, when the last filament is burning in the battery indicators? Tor Lik grimly uncovered the rear hatch of the nine-footer, but he hadn't even pulled out the atmospheric sounding periscope when Gen Atal handed him his.

"We connect the two together, the probe will fly to a height of five hundred meters."

Tor nodded silently. It was harder to speak. The protective field was already letting out the roar of the mob. A glowing top hat, shot into the sky, forced the "blasphemers" to fall silent. Only two minutes were needed for the astronauts to be convinced that the atmosphere from Kin-Nan-Te at a distance of many kilometers towards the equator was completely calm. They also reliably found that there was no plane flying for at least an hour as the crow flies.

"Choyo Chagas is lying! What good will our death be to them?” Tivisa sobbed.

The men were silent. Gen Atal summoned the Dark Flame.

"I'm taking off with star flight! Hold on, shorten the protective field,” Grif Rift said curtly.

Gen Atal quickly performed a calculation from memory. Take-off from a stationary state takes three hours, landing another hour. No! It's too late!

"Break through the city, disperse the group with infrasound!" shouted the commander.

"It is unnecessary! I won't run far. We waited too long and believed in Chagas's planes. Otherwise, we would try to fortify ourselves in some building,” said the space defense engineer in a slightly guilty voice. "We didn't anticipate... Rift, call everyone, we'll say goodbye. But hurry, there are only minutes left.”

It was a short and cruel farewell. Despite the astronauts' pleas, Gen Atal turned off the transmission and turned off the receiver's yellow light.

In their last moments before death, the three friends wanted to be alone. They did everything they could to uncover the betrayal and record it. The nine-legged robots' indestructible hatches keep all evidence intact.

Tivisa embraced her comrades and with immense tenderness said to Toru Lika: "I have always been happy with you, Afi, and will be until the end. I'm not afraid, I'm just terribly sorry that it's so... hideous here. Afi, I have a crystal with me, Watchmen in the dark'...”

The harsh melody of the girl's favorite symphony sounded from the transparent polyhedron, full of restless anticipation of the mysterious unknown...

Tivisa got up, walked slowly along the stony path, gliding her gaze over the surrounding rubble. Her head was driven with relentless clarity by mournful thoughts, in which she joined the countless multitudes of the dead, whether they had ended their journey on a lost Earth or here on a foreign planet in the captivity of the inferno.

As in prehistoric times on Earth, the cemetery provided the last shelter for the privileged dead who deserved to be buried in the middle of the city in the shadow of the temple. The heavy plates were painted with beautiful hieroglyphs and shone with gold.

Tivisa gazed at the statues of beautiful women with mournfully bowed heads and men in their final death throes.

She saw birds with massively spread wings that no longer had the strength to fly, children on their knees, hugging the rock that had forever hid their parents.

Man came to a new planet, wiped off the surface of his previous integrated life and left only pitiful fragments of the former harmonious symphony. He built cities and temples there, proud of all he had done, and erected monuments to those who had excelled in conquering nature or creating illusions of power and glory. The result of his activity is only abandoned cities and forever forgotten cemeteries... And today the remains of people from the joyful Earthly world are mixed with the dust of nameless graves, with the remains of a vain life.

Vain and senseless? Tivisa shivered. It never occurred to her on Earth that life could be meaningless. Only here...

Tor Lik watched the beloved girl. She looked calm, but he could feel her tense like a stick about to snap.

Tivisa looked over her shoulder and looked at him with such tenderness that his heart sank.

“Tivi! Batteries are dying! Come here.” Sensing that something was wrong, the gang cautiously moved closer to the protective barrier. There were still a few minutes left. The Earthlings retreated to the very gate, to the last robot. The symphony "Watchmen in the Dark" broke. Only a long fading tone was heard.

Tor Lik extended a sharpened breaker hammer at both ends, embraced Tivisa, and offered a hand to Gen Atal.

"Maybe the discharge won't be strong enough," he said worriedly.

“Infrasound, then!” Gen Atal yanked his hand from his friend's grip. “It has a separate charge! The tower will fall and we will not fall into their filthy hands after death!”

Tivisa and Tor looked up at the gigantic decrepit tower that obscured the clear sky in the setting sun.

“So be it!” agreed Tivisa. "Hold me tighter, Afi!"

Gen Atal rolled the pipe to the troop. The two robots at the posts seemed to sigh, the protective field turned off. The "blasphemers" rushed towards the trio of Earthlings with an angry roar. A deep, unimaginably menacing howl of infrasound halted and threw off their front ranks, but from behind others charged at them, trampling on those who had fallen. Gen Atal turned the infrasound on high. The figures began to fall, thrashing, trying to crawl away, but did not escape. The colossal tower collapsed inexorably, burying the astronauts along with the attackers and covering the ancient tombs.

* * *

CHAPTER IX

Chained Faith

* * *

Vir Norin and Evisa Tanet flew to Kin-Nan-Te and found the entire army of “Purples" there. The mountain of debris from the collapsed tower had already been dismantled, the corpses of the "blasphemers" had been cleared away, those who remained alive had disappeared.

The bodies of the three Earthlings were lay to rest in a redstone pavilion in the cemetery. Even in death, Tivisa and Tor embraced each other, their unscathed faces retaining expressions of loving tenderness. Gen Atal could only be recognized by his space suit.

Both Evisa and Vir stripped the body of its protective clothing, which the researchers had not been allowed to remove since arriving on the planet, and proceeded to perform the mourning ceremony. The robots used the strongest electrical discharge, and only the outlines of the bodies, marked by a thin layer of ash, remained on the stone slab.

The platinum urns and three nine-legged ones, whose shells bore traces of failed attempts to break through, were transported to the Dark Flame.

Rodis received an invitation from the Council of Four. The rulers of the planet expressed their condolences to her for the demise of the three Earth guests.

By chance or by design, the Council met in a black hall, called the Cloud Hall by the astronauts.

Fai, non-participating and motionless, stood and listened to Choyo Chagas' short speech. The Chairman of the Council of Four was apparently waiting for an answer, but Rodis remained silent. No one dared to break the tense silence. Finally, Fai approached Choyo Chagas.

"I learned a lot on your planet," she said flatly. "Now I understand that a person forced to do so by an unfortunate situation can lie. But why does he who is invested with the power of supreme power and the strength that the pyramid of humanity of Yan-Yakh at the top of which he stands, why does that man lie? Could it be because your system of life is so permeated with lies, that even rulers are under its grip?”

Choyo Chagas turned pale, stood up and said with pursed lips: "What? How dare you...”

"My intentions are honest, that's why I can do anything. You yourself assured me that the planes had taken off and emphasized that your orders were being carried out without delay. When I contacted you the second time, you replied that the planes were delayed because they were held up by a storm. I don't know anything about the planetography of Yan-Yakh, I had to believe you. But Gen Atal and Tor Lik probed the atmosphere, discovered the deception, and were enough to warn us of death.”

Rodis fell silent. Chagas' face contorted. He shouted shrillly to the whole hall: "Gen Shi!"

"I obey, great ruler!"

“Instantly finding out who was flying the planes, who was reporting the storm and who was leading the whole event. Everyone here. I will conduct the investigation myself!”

“Please, Mr. Council President!” Fai clasped her hands together and bowed her head. "There is no need for more victims, there are already enough of them. Your guards killed many people in the city of Kin-Nan-Te and we,” Fai shivered for the first time, “we have lost our loved ones.”

"You don't understand," Choyo Chagas objected angrily. "Those who are guilty have dishonored me, the Council, all of us. They've made us outright liars!”

“What will it change if you execute them?”

“Everything! The guilty will be punished, and you will be convinced of the sincerity and genuineness of our intentions.”

Rodis looked thoughtfully at Choyo Chagas.

The ruler of Tormance could not stand her silent reproach. He slumped into his chair and with a wave of his hand dissolved the Council.

Fai was climbing the stairs to the "earth" wing of the palace, preparing for a difficult conversation with Grif Rift.

The commander insisted on a meeting at two. Rodis understood that his request stemmed from a wish that he could focus all of his will on her alone.

They came face to face as Fai entered the control booth and sat down between the wall and the counter. The invisible boundary of contact between the frontal surfaces of the stereo projection absorbed the distance that separated them. Both Rift and Rodis, like all Earthlings with a developed and trained psyche, understood each other without words. The words only confirmed what they both felt.

Catching Grif Rift's gaze fixed reproachfully on the green fires of the four remaining 'signals of life', Rodis said sternly: “That's impossible, Rift. Escape, retreat, call it what you will, is not possible. After we sowed the hope here that began to grow into a vortex!” The star flight commander stood up with difficulty. With his hands clasped and a little stooped, he stared into the green eyes of the woman, who he couldn't help but love. Then he straightened up and puffed out his chest. His whole being expressed indignation: “A cursed planet is not worth a thousandth of our losses. They are not yet ripe for any good. We cannot afford such sacrifices!” Grif pointed towards the extinguished lights.

Rodis walked up to the very wall of the projection.

"Calm down, Grif," she said softly and softly, raising a sad face to him. "Ask my three colleagues what they think!"

"I know in advance how they will answer," said Grif, who had regained his composure and was looking away from Rodis. "They will say that their presence here is necessary, that it gives hope and faith to the people of Tormance, and thus unites them in pursuit of a common goal."

“You gave yourself the answer, Rift! You know the longer we're here the better for them. With all our imperfection, we are to them the living embodiment of everything that our communist society gives to man. When we escape, the deaths of Tivisa, Tor and Gen will really be in vain. But if a group of people is formed here, armed with knowledge, strength and faith, our mission will be justified, even if we all perish.”

“The Legend of the Seven Fair Ones. But the planet is not a small town and there are too few of us!” smiled the starship commander.

"And you forget again that the Earth is with us, its knowledge, its image in the stereo films that you project so successfully. Add to that the lectures, the narrations, and ourselves. If my conversation with the ruler is successful, Chedi, Vir and Evisa will soon go to the city."

“Did Tael tell you that the Council members are outraged by the showing of the films?” Rift asked.

"Not yet. But I expected it. I hope I can convince the rulers not to harm those who have seen or will want to see the films. And don't stand so stiff, my dear!”

Grif threw his arms around helplessly, avoiding Fai's gaze.

That's when he noticed on the wall behind her the colored outlines of some figures that hadn't been there before. Rodis flipped the screen beam and stepped aside herself.

The entire wall of her room was painted in the bright, harsh colors of Yan-Yakh. The newly completed fresco, Rift immediately understood, symbolized the exit from the inferno.

People climbed up the terrifying slopes with the last effort of their strength. They supported one another, while a motley crowd gathered on the lush grass below and pointed scornfully at the sweat-drenched, wretched, pale climbers. A little further away stood groups of the chosen ones, looking alienated and indifferent.

The image gave the impression of tragic hopelessness. High up, almost at the crest of the wall, surrounded by a vast plain, was a wedge-shaped projection, the last step of the ascent. A bluish glow emanated from the shadow and reflected on the wall. At the very edge of the outcropping, a woman was kneeling, shackled by a shiny chain that encircled her right thigh, stomach, and cruelly bound her hands behind her back with a third twist. The links of the chain dug into the naked body, covered only by a flood of black hair.

Bound, she had no opportunity to shake hands with the climbers or give them an encouraging gesture, and yet she was a symbol of the unshakable certainty of knowledge! She concentrated in herself all the joy of consolation and hope. Bound Faith acted independently and freely, as if bonds, suffering and death did not exist.

Whether it was by chance or by design, Chained Faith resembled Chedi...

“What is it here?” Grif Rift questioned. "Does anyone understand what that means?"

"They'll understand," Rodis said with certainty. "I want to leave a memento of our stay here in the palace."

"They will destroy the painting!"

"Maybe. But until then, her reproduction will be scattered around the planet.”

“You always have stronger arguments than me...,” Rift trailed off and looked at Rodis as if before saying goodbye. Fai leaned to the very edge of the hearth and made a soothing, gentle gesture with her hand. Then she quickly said goodbye and turned off the videophone.

In the next room, Evisa critically examined Chedi and Vir Norin, ready to leave the Gardens of Coam and get acquainted with the bustling life of the capital, extremely overpopulated by Earthly terms.

"No, Chedi, this won't work," she said firmly. "Everyone recognizes an Earthling within a kilometer of the road. And if the people here are really ill-mannered, a whole host of Tormantans will follow you.”

"And what about you?"

"I'm not going to wander the streets alone like you and Norin, I'll be accompanied by local colleagues. He'll get me a special canary yellow outfit like the doctors wear here. That's why trousers and a blouse are enough for me.”

"We have only one way out," said the astronavigator. "Let Tael lead us unobserved to his friends and they will help us with our clothes."

"If he allows it and lets us out of here. Nothing happens in the palace without special permission. We have already instilled that in our memory," Chedi tucked her hands behind her belt, pulled her shoulders back and imitated the unkind grimace and scornful attitude of the Torman "Snake Bearers". She captured them so well that both Evisa and Vir smiled, momentarily forgetting their grief over the tragedy at Kin-Nan-Te.

People in the era of the United Hands were not afraid of death and bravely accepted the inevitable accidents in a life full of activity, travel and daring, often dangerous entertainment. But the senseless destruction of three friends on a ruthless planet felt much more painful than if it had happened on home Earth.

Aren't there too few of them on Tormance? It's not when it's thoroughly considered. A small group can establish contact with the inhabitants of the planet much more easily, can better empathize with the psychological atmosphere, find an appropriate way of behavior and can understand the Tormans more deeply. The great expedition, with its mere existence and way of life, would create a dam between itself and the people on Yan-Yakh. It would take several decades for two worlds related by blood, but completely different in views and understanding of life, to converge.

Similar considerations forced the Earthlings to practice particularly hard the concentration of their powers and senses.

There were four, or rather three, who were to make the connection with the Tormants. Fai would remain as a hostage in the palace and her great mental power would not come into contact with the inhabitants of Yan-Yakh at all. This was apparently the intention of Choyo Chagas. And it was not even known whether they would be allowed to live in the city? Chedi, Evisa and Vir were talking about all this when Rodis came to them. She was pale from the sleepless nights she spent working on the fresco to calm herself.

Evisa offered her a chair, but Rodis shook her head.

"Here, people still sit too much, as they once did here on Earth, when man, a runner and walker by nature, permanently settled down at work desks or in the seats of transport vehicles and strained his body and brain."

"You're right about that," Evisa agreed, lost in her own thoughts. Then out of the blue, she asked, “Fai, don't you think the planet here can't be raised from hell? That the disease has already progressed too far and manifests itself in people through degenerate heredity? Don't you think the Tormans are no longer able to believe in anything and only care about meeting the most basic needs for which they are willing to do anything?" Evisa looked questioningly at Rodis and continued, "When savage hordes roam the planet, when deserts consume fertile land and minerals wealth is exhausted, if the degradation of all values ​​has affected above all the mental life of the people, then by what means, by what force are they able to rise?

“When the proposal to limit the birth rate was made three centuries ago, Torman women rejected it as an infringement on the most sacred rights of man. After all, these are not rights, but ordinary instincts, inherent in all animals, instincts that contradict the needs of society. And yet here they cannot understand that freedom depends only on a deep sense of responsibility. No other freedom exists in the entire universe. But it is not at all important for the Tormans if their children are healthy, strong and smart, if a life worthy of a human awaits them. They give in to momentary lusts and don't think about the consequences.”

“These are important problems, Evisa, and they also occurred on Earth in the critical epoch of the Disunity, when the catastrophe of European civilization was beginning. Anthropologists then turned their attention to the Hopi Indians in the prairies of the south-western part of North America. They lived in conditions much worse than those on Tormance, and yet they created a special society, reminiscent of many features of ours, but on a low material level. Scientists at the time of the Disunity saw in them an example and hope. The independent status of women, collective care of children and education for independent work from an early age gradually cultivated high intelligence and mental strength in the Hopi tribe. To the amazement of scientists, the abilities of Hopi children after fifteen centuries of living in difficult and cruel conditions were higher than those of gifted white children.

“They were surprised by their observational talent and complicated abstract thinking. Naturally, they grew into people similar to today's Earthlings. They were serious, focused, very active, and also physically more perfect than the surrounding nations. I remember a photo of a girl who looked like Chedi...”

"Then the misery of Tormance today may not be an obstacle to their rise?" asked Chedi brightly.

"I'm sure of it," Rodis said firmly. "When it comes to genetics, try to contrast the time of the corrupted gene pool and the accumulated healthy genes during the time when man was created on our planet. A few thousand years against three million. The answer is clear.”

"But there is a complete lack of faith in people, in a better future,” argued the astronavigator.

"This is also why the Tormans resort to mysticism," said Rodis. "When a person has no support in society, when no one protects him, but hears only threats, and cannot rely on law and justice, belief in supernatural powers becomes his last refuge. By analogy with Earthly conditions in the past, right now is the best time for a new, true faith in man to be born on Tormance.”

A week later, the spokesman for Choyo Chagas, himself the leader of the “Purples", Jan Gao-Juar, Jangar for short, appeared to Rodis. He was a hulk with cruel features in a broad face. Just saying his name was enough to make Engineer Tael look anxiously around.

Beneath drooping, as if tired, eyelids, sharp and bluntly bright eyes gazed, saying nothing, fearless and heartless like a bird of prey. Engineer Tael later explained that the Chief of the Guard always looked as if he was aiming.

He was a world-renowned shooter of revolvers, such as those carried by the patrol officers and dignitaries of Yan-Yakh.

Jangar took an insolent look at the Earth visitor he now saw up close for the first time and gave her the ruler's invitation.

Fai promised to come in a few minutes, but the leader of the “Purples" did not move from his place.

"I have orders to escort you."

"I know the way to the green cabinet."

“Not there! And I have orders to accompany you!”

Circumstances have changed, Fai thought. She went into her room and went completely still for a few minutes to focus and gather her energy.

The Chief of Guards was a step behind, not giving Fai a chance to test his mental toughness.

Choyo Chagas was waiting for them and was walking back and forth on the red carpets. The tall, narrow windows let in little light and created a pink twilight, very popular with the Tormans.

This time, Rodis did not ask the ruler to sit down. Seeing no suitable furniture, Fai sat cross-legged straight on the carpet. Choyo Chagas raised his eyebrows and dismissed Jangar with a gesture. He walked up and down the hall for a while, then stopped in front of Rodis and looked down at her suspiciously and full of anger.

"We only showed the films to those who, in their quest for knowledge, made the uncomfortable journey to the starship and risked being caught by your patrols," Fai said without waiting for the question.

"I have banned the screening of films in public," the ruler spoke after a short pause. "I warned you not to interfere in the affairs of our planet!"

“We didn't show them publicly, we respected your wishes not to show them to the whole planet. Surely you have reasons for that?”

"I forbade you to show them to anyone!"

"Not a single state, no planet in the universe has the right to that. And it is the sacred duty of each of us to disrupt such unprecedented oppression. Who can block the path to knowledge from a thinking being? In the past of Earth and many other worlds, fascist regimes have committed similar crimes that have caused untold suffering. Therefore, when the Great Circle discovers a state that denies its citizens access to knowledge, it can destroy it. It is the only case that gives the right to intervene in the affairs of a foreign planet.”

"How can any Circle judge what is harmful or helpful to alien life in specific cases?" shouted Choyo Chagas furiously.

"Can not. But we will not allow people to be denied the art, science and life on other planets. For the sake of friendly relations and mutual understanding, we have made a concession and do not ask for a planet-wide screening of stereo films.”

Choyo Chagas made an unintelligible sound and started walking around the hall faster than before.

“I'm sorry,” Rodis said softly, “that you didn't appreciate the stereo films we brought. They are the antithesis of the hell that the materials of your ancestors in the underground hall attest to. They prove the final victory of human reason.”

“But what about control? Who guarantees me that your movies are harmless? This is the propaganda of foreign ideas. Deception!"

“A country in the era of United Hands does not need any propaganda or deception. Understand this!” Rodis jumped up. "What good would that do us? After all, you are a smart person, let the dictatorial conditions limit you as much as possible! Don't you feel that our only wish before we start our return journey is to give you as much as we can, to help your people find their way to a new life? Without any claims!”

In a sudden movement, Rodis raised her hands with intertwined fingers up to her face and stood motionless, slightly bent forward, about five paces from Choyo Chagas, like a tutor or mother of a dull child.

The passionate persuasiveness of her words impressed the ruler.

He stared at a single point on the floor for a moment in deep thought, then silently led Rodis to their usual meeting place, a green room with black furniture and a serpentine crystal ball. He took his pipe and inhaled the smoke with a pungent scent Fai was already familiar with.

"People are shadows," said Choyo Chagas, narrowing his eyes, "completely meaningless for history. They live only by their actions. Action is granite, life is just sand, says an old saying."

"I know it, it comes from our common ancestors..."

"But then I wonder why you care so much about the unknown crowds on Yan-Yakh? After all, they are creatures with which a person can do what he likes! Rob them, take their wives and mistresses, drive them from their homes. It is only necessary to use a proven method, as old as our Earthly world. You have to flatter them. Yell at them for being big, beautiful, brave, and smart, and they'll let you do anything. But try to tell them in truth that they are uneducated, stupid, stupid and helpless poor people they start a deafening roar and cannot be talked to sensibly, even though they have been most humiliated all their lives. Why should they live and exhaust the planet's last resources?”

“You have already achieved a permanent population decline among the intelligentsia. You are trying to antagonize people to make them good instruments of oppression and power!”

"Information from engineer Tollo Frael!" Choyo Chagas called out as if Rodis was accusing. "By the way, did he know about stereo film projection?"

Fai reluctantly felt she had to lie. Strict adherence to Earthly laws could lead to severe consequences on Tormance.

"I guessed a long time ago that he is obliged to deliver to you," she said evasively.

Choyo Chagas misunderstood the disgusted look that flashed on Fai's face and smiled smugly. It was clear to Rodis that Tael was no longer in danger. She lowered her eyes to hide even the slightest expression of her emotions from the ruler who was watching her closely.

“Answer me frankly, could you kill me?” he suddenly asked.

Fai was no longer surprised by the sudden jumps in Chagas's thoughts.

"Kill? Why?” she asked calmly.

"To remove me and weaken the power."

“Eliminate you! At that moment, another, even worse, will appear in your place. At least you're smart...”

“At least!” cried the ruler furiously.

"Your social system does not guarantee that intelligent and decent people will come to power, that is its greatest misery."

Choyo Chagas wanted to object, but controlled himself and said persuasively: “But technically—could you kill me? And how?”

"Whenever. I would just order you to die.”

“I can destroy you too in the blink of an eye!” 

Rodis shrugged with pure feminine nonchalance.

"In that case, the commander of our starship has promised to gouge the surface of the planet Yan-Yakh a kilometer deep."

"But you don't kill. You would definitely forbid it!”

“When I'm no longer alive...?” Rodis smiled. "And then, he's the commander..."

Choyo Chagas drummed his fingers on the table in thought. As if in response, an invisible bell rang softly.

Fai could tell by the Council of Four's annoyance that the signal was announcing something important. She rose, but the ruler, who was looking at the device separated from Rodis by a thin carved wall, pointed commandingly at the chair...

“Your spaceship is calling you. A starship is approaching Yan-Yakh. Are they flying from Earth?”

"Oh no!" Rodis exclaimed with such conviction that the ruler looked at her suspiciously. "I don't expect him so soon," she added, catching his thoughts.

"And can you meet with the new stranger?"

"Of course, if their planet is involved in the Great Circle."

"I want to be there!"

Rodis had already learned enough about the customs of Tormance. No one can invite the Chief Ruler to himself or to any place. People can only come to him when he calls them.

Vir Norin rushed in with two robots. With a realism that consistently awed the Tormans, the image of the Dark Flame cabin rose in the green room with the astronauts assembled after the alarm was sounded. Olla Dez manipulated the wave selector. The signals from the approaching body lay outside the spectrum of the Great Circle. Olla pulled the black lever at the top of the counter towards her and pressed the red pedal to simultaneously engage the computer and the memory machine to calculate the unusual broadcast spectrum.

The cabin was filled with a long tremulous sound of an out-of-tune wave. A smattering of shapes swirled on the big screen in the starship. Choyo Chagas had to close his eyes to prevent his head from spinning. Then the oscillations slowed down, the fragmented parts remained trapped in the field of view of the screen as if caught in a net, and finally the mirage of an unusual ship arose from them.

The gigantic hull in the form of a very elongated funnel was crossed by four surfaces made of several layers of colossal whistle-like pipes. They were placed above each other like four organs, connected in a bevelled cross. A pale flame pulsed in the pipes and circulated throughout the facility.

The image of the unknown starship grew, filled the entire screen, and faded away. Only the sickle-shaped protrusion of the elongated torso remained in the frame against the background of the abyssal cosmic darkness. From the semi-circular opening, glowing marks, similar to figures of eight, appeared at the front of the craft and disappeared again. They alternated between horizontal and vertical positions, for a while in separate groups, then again in a continuous chain. The vision lasted no more than a minute and was replaced by the interior of the ship. Three surfaces intersected here at different angles, but the foreign architecture was difficult to determine in the perspective summary.

The audience's attention was drawn by six motionless figures, sunk into deep armchairs in front of a sloping triangular wall, shining like a black mirror. A dull, silvery violet light rippled across the sloping planes of the ceiling. At times the room plunged into a dim glow, at other times without any transitions or shadows it was ablaze with blinding fire. The pulsating lighting made it difficult to make out details.

All six figures sat motionless in human positions. The dark cloak-like suits ended in pointed hoods that hid the faces of the mysterious beings.

The Earthlings could not estimate the dimensions of the ship. The apparition on the screen did not even remotely resemble any of the known cosmic experiences of the Great Circle.

Occasional flashes of light, rigid dark figures, strangely bent and curved spacers on the body of the cosmic body, all this gave an oppressive impression. An incomprehensible force sped from the depths of space. The ship was apparently approaching.

The vibrating moan steadily increased, resembling the sound of metal being machined. The wailing tone grew quieter at times, but with each new flash of light it howled again at full force, sending shivers of inexplicable revulsion through those watching the signal.

Olla Dez was shaking all over, yet she couldn't put into words what she felt at that moment. She muted the sound and plugged in the Dark Flame transmitter. In a few seconds, the devices determined the target and aimed a beam at it, repeating at regular intervals the challenge of the Great Circle.

Nothing has changed in the transmission of the alien starship. Just as the silvery flashes flickered and faded before, the grim figures in impenetrable hoods continued to sit in the same rigid positions.

Olla amplified the sound on the same wave that the mysterious starship was broadcasting on. The column of blue fire on the scale rose to the limit. Olla Dez opened the sound channel a little, but immediately turned it down to minimum as the wailing tone was inaudible.

Dark Flame repeated the calls in various codes.

The moaning tone slowly faded. It was obvious that the alien starship was moving away without even responding to the signals sent. For some time, the outlines of its four crests were still visible on the screen, but eventually they also merged with the black of outer space.

The main locator indexes merrily echoed with a string of numbers.

“Course 336—11 along the northern edge of the Galaxy, stage four, velocity 0.88,” Div Simbel reported.

"It's flying across the Galaxy, near Berenice's Hair, above the level of the main clusters," said Grif Rift.

“It's strange that it moves in ordinary space. Its speed is not great. It will take more than a hundred thousand Earth years to cross the Galaxy,” Vir Norin said loudly from the ruler's palace.

It was so unexpected that Choyo Chagas and the dignitaries present turned sharply in the direction where Vir was sitting.

“But are they even alive in the ship?” Menta Kor asked the question that weighed on all the astronauts.

"Will the starship fly like this forever?" Choyo Chagas turned to Fai Rodis questioningly. 

Menta Kor answered for her: “The starship is invulnerable until the energy supply for the course control automata is exhausted. But even then, in the rarefied zone of the fourth degree, there is a very small chance that it would encounter any clumps of matter. And so it can fly through the entire Galaxy and continue on for more than one million years.”

"A million years" Choyo Chagas repeated slowly. But then he stopped sullenly. "Is it permitted on Earth for a man to answer when he is not asked?" he said sternly, looking at Rodis. "And in the presence of the elders?”

"It's allowed," Fai replied. "When several people are talking together, the one who is more responsive answers. Age doesn't matter here.”

"And position doesn't matter, too?"

"Not in the slightest when discussing the problem."

"Anarchists," grumbled Choyo Chagas, standing up.

At Fai's instruction, Olla Dez shut down the connection. The projectors of the nines stopped their quiet hum.

The colorfully draped palace hall resumed its usual form, as if the grim apparition of the starship had never existed, flashing past the planet and sending an incomprehensible wailing note into space.

The meeting with the interstellar traveller disturbed the Earthlings.

There was something hopeless, infernal in the flashes of light, tossing between the sharply crossed surfaces of the empty space cabin.

Astronauts were apparently not the only ones in trouble. Even Choyo Chagas, with an unusually tired step, headed towards his rooms without a word. The two “Purples" moved silently behind him and looked disdainfully at the handful of the ruler's confidants standing nearby.

Fai worried needlessly that her colleagues would be delayed in the palace for a few more days. Engineer Tael handed Chedi, Evisa and Vir Norin pieces of flexible plastic material painted with markings and covered with transparent foil. The cards gave the holders the right to appear in all the offices, assemblies and institutes of the Center of Wisdom. To the great astonishment of the Earthlings, it became clear that only a few residents of the capital have similar rights. Most people had cards of a different kind, with far more limited options.

A person without an ID found himself outside the law. When they discovered him, they set up an investigation into him, and then either sent him to another area of ​​the planet where they needed manual labor, or if they didn't need manual workers anywhere, they sentenced him to an "easy death".

Tael escorted the three Earthlings and their robots beyond the restricted zone of the Coam Gardens, handed them over to the guides, and returned. He found Fai by the clear wall of the hall where the doors of the now abandoned rooms opened. Without a space suit, in a short wide skirt with a bodice, she seemed closer, more accessible.

Rodis stared intently at the garden, where the trees raised their funnel-shaped crowns to the sky.

It suddenly occurred to Tael how the plants, so dear to his heart, must seem alien to Earthlings. And lonely Rodis rose before his eyes like a captive, yearning and unprotected.

The engineer forgot everything around him. A long-held feeling burst out of him with such force that even he was surprised. He fell to his knees, and he had no idea that he resembled the ancient earth knights. He took hold of Fai's lowered hand and began to confess his love impetuously and warmly.

Rodis listened without movement and without astonishment, as if she already knew everything the Torman was saying.

Tael tried to read her gaze, or at least guess the answer. Fai's beautiful green eyes, as bright as those of all Earthlings, hid an unwavering courage and vigilance beneath the kind surface. They stood guard over her inner world and the engineer's dream passwords, love words crashing against this invisible wall. Tael lowered his head, fell silent, but continued to kneel at Rodis' feet in a pose that already seemed inappropriate to him.

Fai squeezed his clenched hands and lifted him up gently. She wanted to put her hands on Tael's shoulders, but the engineer already knew their soothing power and stepped back, almost touched. According to a well-known law, common to both Earthlings and Tormans, a man in love can tolerate a woman's rejection better than her friendly participation. But it wasn't pity that the Torman could read in his chosen one's eyes, and for that he was grateful.

She didn't flinch from him, and yet she was unattainably far away.

"Forgive me," said Tael dignified, "I was daydreaming and I dreamed... briefly, I forgot that you Earthlings cannot develop love for us lesser creatures from a desolate planet."

"I can, Tael," Rodis replied quietly.

The engineer clenched his fingers painfully into his palms behind his back.

Once again he was captivated by the dangerous power of the woman from Earth, breaking his will and squeezing his chest.

"Then..." he muttered, hope flaring up in him again.

“See through the eyes of Earth, Tael. You have seen our life. Find a place for me in yours. Because with us, love means a common journey, otherwise it is just a physical passion that is realized and passes when it has fulfilled its purpose. Its periods are not frequent, as they require such emotional inflammation and exertion of strength that they represent a mortal danger for an unequal partner.”

The engineer found the mentoring turn that ended his confession unbearable and insulting, although he understood well that Rodis spoke to him with trusting openness and, above all, as an equal partner. He said his goodbyes and headed for the door, wanting to look confident and dignified as an Earthling.

Fai looked behind him sadly and suddenly called out: "Come back, I have something important to tell you."

She ushered Tael into her room and closed the door firmly.

The robot hummed, Fai activated the protective field and told about her conversation with Choyo Chagas.

The Torman listened to her with a gentle smile, which the inhabitants of Yan-Yakh used to hide their sadness over their own impotence.

" You said I was obliged to make reports?" he asked.

Rodis nodded.

"You said it exactly right. And I did it all the time, I couldn't help it."

"Why?"

“If I hadn't come with news one day, I wouldn't have been able to see you again. Never."

"What did you report to him?"

“Oh, it's a dangerous game. Telling the truth that wouldn't hurt you, hiding important things and making up half-truths. One has to deal with clever enemies here.”

"Why did you play such a game?"

"How, why? I got the luckiest lot! I had the opportunity to see another life, fabulously beautiful, standing on the border of two worlds! To understand, to believe, to convince oneself that there is a way out for the people of Yan-Yakh!"

“Forgive me, Tael,” Fai said with the respect of an elderly person. "I know you so little and I make embarrassing mistakes..."

"What are you talking about, my star!" Tael exclaimed in shock, backing towards the door.

Rodis forcefully pulled him by the hand and sat him down on the large couch where the Earthlings sat more than once.

The engineer felt a strange sense of alienation. It was as if it was all happening with someone else and he himself was just a neutral witness to the conversation between the inhabitants of different worlds.

Fai curled up on the couch and wrapped her arms around her bare knees.

She looked at the Torman engineer with different eyes now.

She understood now where the deep wrinkles that furrowed his forehead had come from, why the brows were forever creased above his clear, attentive thinker's eyes, why a sharp line had cut far into his cheeks from his nostrils, passing round his full mouth with perpetually pursed lips, and why his beard and mustache bloomed with premature gray.

Following her custom, Fai placed her fingers on the engineer's hand so that the physical touch would help her understand more deeply a man so distant in his habits, yet so close in his shared desires.

Tael looked thoughtful and sad. The more than once experienced feeling of cosmic chasms lurking behind Fai's back came over him again and the Torman shivered.

Rodis pressed harder on his hand and asked quietly: “Tael, be honest with me. What are they threatening you with, what awaits you and probably every resident of Yan-Yakh?"

"It depends on the offense. If I violate the duty to deliver, I will be exiled. I will have to go to some distant city because there will be no work for me here.”

"What if they find out you've been hanging out with us so you can give your friends our information?"

“They will accuse me of treason against the state. They will arrest me, interrogate me and torture me to reveal the accomplices. They will then torture them just like that, they will betray the others, and even several hundred innocents, just to get rid of the unbearable torture. Then they will eliminate everyone.”

Fai shivered even though she already knew all of this. But here history was not unfolding before her, it was not the experiences of the prehistoric inhabitants of the Earth from millennia ago. From the face of Engineer Tael, the very life of Tormance stared back at her mildly and sadly. There was more tragedy in his calm than in his desperate cry. And the room, shadowed by the softly humming robot, seemed to Rodis like a tiny speck in a hostile ocean, the shores of which are equally distant and unreachable on every side.

"I'm not afraid of them," Tael said. “Not because I'm confident in my strength. No one can resist. What is told in the legends about the people who did not succumb is either a lie or it shows the lack of skill of the cutthroats. There are true heroes, but when the torture is long enough and severe enough, even they break and become battered, half-dead animals, half-consciously obeying the orders of their tormentors.”

"Then what do you rely on?"

"On my weakness. First, they torture a person physically. The second degree is the psychological breakdown of the personality. I will perish in the first degree and they will get nothing from me!”

Fai sighed and straightened up. The Torman couldn't take his eyes off her high erect breasts. According to Yan-Yakh's morality, it was inadmissible and unchaste. But the Earth woman accepted the engineer's gaze as the natural voice of a man's desire.

Rodis ran a hand through his hair.

“Listen, Tael! Keep them informed, you know we have no secrets. We will take you to the Dark Flame, heal you, give you physical fitness and mental training. You will learn to control your own body, emotions, and subordinate people when your work requires it. You will come back here a completely different person. Two or three months are enough for all this!”

The Torman stood up from the couch and shook his head decisively.

“No, Rodis,” he said the Earth name melodiously and tenderly, as if he hadn't even uttered it in the cutting Tormantian tongue, “I cannot become perfectly healthy amidst the sick people of my planet. I can't because I know how much time and effort I would waste to keep myself at the level I have achieved. And then they wouldn't be enough for the important things in which I see my duty. There is little goodness and love in our world, few people who do not devote their talents to stupidity or the pursuit of power, career or material advantages. I was born weak, but with a love for people, and I must not abandon my path. Thank you, Rodis!”

Fai was silent for a moment, scrutinizing the engineer, then her glowing eyes were hidden behind lowered brows.

“Alright, Tael! Your motivations are beautiful. You are actually a strong person. But accept at least one gift from me. It relieves you of the fear of torture and places you beyond the reach of the tormentors. If necessary, you can also pass it on to others...”

She looked at the engineer again. Will he understand?

“Yes, you guessed right. I will teach you to die at any moment of your own free will. And you don't need anything other than your internal strength to do this. From time immemorial all tyrants have hated most the people who escaped their power by voluntary death. Set a time,” Fai said firmly. "With your mental untrainedness, you will need to take several preparatory lessons."

"So much time!"

“You need an experienced teacher to do it. You must know how to stop the heart whenever you wish. When a normal resident of Yan-Yakh begins to inhibit the activity of his heart, the brain immediately pushes him, because he needs oxygen and nutrition every second. Therefore, the brain must also be put to sleep, but then one loses self-control and the 'lesson' ends in death. My task will be to teach you not to lose self-control until the last step of life.”

"Thank you, thank you!" Tael exclaimed happily. He boldly grabbed both of Fai's hands and covered them in kisses.

But Rodis freed her arms, lifted the engineer's head and kissed him herself.

"I would never have thought that I would ever give the gift of death to a person who is in love with me. How strange and sad is life under the rule of the inferno...!”

Noticing that Tael was looking at her blankly, she added: "One of the old Earth legends tells of a goddess of sorrow who consoled mortals with poisoned wine."

“I know the legend, and now I know it comes from our common ancestors! In our version, the wine was made from rods grown on the lovers' grave. Do you too?”

"Us too."

“And so it is, Goddess of Sorrow! See you tomorrow then? Yes?” Engineer Tael turned off the screen himself, walked out without turning, and carefully closed the heavy, tall door.

Fai Rodis lay down on the couch and rested her chin on her crossed arms. She thought about her dual role on the planet.

The clever ruler made her a hidden prisoner of his palace, isolated her from the inhabitants of Yan-Yakh. But at the same time, he unwittingly gave her the opportunity to penetrate into the very essence of local power, to study the oligarchic system, which would otherwise be difficult for a person from a perfectly organized Earthly society to understand.

It turned out that its principle is extremely simple and has been practiced since ancient times also on Earth in various forms.

When the ruling classes declare that they alone are right in all circumstances, the liquidation of all who openly defend a different opinion follows automatically, and this is usually the most intelligent part of the nation. In order to prevent the revival of free life, the oligarchs considered it their main task to break the will of their subjects, to cripple them psychologically. That is why they tried everywhere to get scientists to cooperate. Fortunately, the decline of the biological sciences on Tormance did not allow such "scientists" to achieve more serious achievements in those unfortunate branches of biology, which at one time on Earth turned part of a nation’s population into unthinking cheap robots, ready to do anyone's will.

If one imagines humanity in the form of a pyramid, thought Rodis, then the higher it is, the sharper and less numerous is the top, formed by active people, but at the same time, the wider is its base. If earlier a person was more multifaceted and strong as a personality, then with the growth of the pyramid he gradually lost interest in life, became weaker and more incapable.

Many thinkers at the time of the Disunity considered boredom and indifference more dangerous than atomic war! The hierarchical pyramid of power on Tormance seemed to Rodis to be a tiered accumulation of layers that expanded mightily downward. It rested on a broad "base" billions of uneducated, poorly capable Kzhi, honored with the "luck" to die in the prime of youth.

Our scientists and my teacher Kin Ruch were absolutely right, Rodis thought, when they said that the inferno grows if there is no exit for the lowest layers of the pyramid. Then it must be demolished. But the pyramid is the strongest of all structures! Removing the tip doesn't solve anything.

A new tip, formed from the closest lying layers, will immediately take its place. It is necessary to break the base of the pyramid, but for this it will be necessary to provide the necessary information mainly to the Kzhi layer.

Fai summoned the Dark Flame. She needed to consult Grif Rift.

Grif stood in front of her at a distance of three steps, unfortunately impassable, and he was happy at the extraordinary meeting.

Rodis explained her reasoning about the pyramid to him and Grif thought about it.

"Yes, that will be the only way out. By the way, this is the ancient method of all true revolutions. The time will come and the pyramid will collapse, but only when the forces capable of organizing a new society have accumulated below. Let your engineer understand that this requires the Kzhi and Dzhi to connect. Otherwise, Tormans will not rise from the inferno. Dissensions between them are the main support of oligarchic rulers. They cannot do without one or the other, but they themselves exist only at the cost of their split. Both Kzhi and Dzhi struggle alone in a solid cage, created by the efforts of both layers. The stronger and more unshakeable their cage is, the worse their relationship is. It is necessary to supply them not only with information, but also with weapons."

"We can't give away weapons indiscriminately," said Rodis. “And general information seems too slow! The main thing for them at this moment is to have defensive, not offensive means, more precisely, they need protection from despotism. After all, we have two powerful tools that will help protect emerging groups from spies and give them a chance to grow and mature: a psychological analysis dissector and a short-term memory pulsation inhibitor!”

"I agree. But messages need to be spread differently," Rift opined. "We started naively and created a dangerous situation. I advise that we inform the rulers that we are stopping the screening of films. You will speak the truth, and in the meantime we will prepare millions of cartridges that can be hidden in any pocket by the hundreds. Instead of film screenings, we will be handing out patrons with video information on various topics."

"Today I understood that in addition to the dissector, they also need psychological training to get rid of the fear of persecution and the fetishism of power. Too deep a gap already exists between the people and the state, which towers over them as an evil, all-powerful force."

Grif Rift smiled wryly.

“I don't understand why this civilization still exists? After all, Sined Rob's law is broken here. If they had achieved high technology and managed to almost dominate outer space, and yet failed to take care of moral security, which was more important than material security, they should not have crossed Rob's threshold. No society with a low moral aesthetic level must cross it, lest it destroy itself. But they crossed hit!”

“That you haven't figured it out already, Rift! Their civilization was monolithic from the very beginning, as was the nation, even if they were temporarily divided into more distinct states. The iron blanket of oligarchy covered the entire planet, warded off the threat of Rob's threshold, but also blocked the way out of hell...”

"You're right. But what about Ahriman's Arrow?”

“We'll see...” Fai sharpened her attention and hurriedly added: “Here they come! Goodbye, Grif! Prepare information brochures, but we will agree on the topics when you call everyone for a meeting. And build even more psychological dissectors and short memory inhibitors! Focus all forces on them!”

Rodis turned off the robot and sat down on the couch. She felt a stranger approach.

There was a knock. A tall and thin old “Snake” entered.

“The Grand Chairman invites the Ruler of the Earthlings to spend the evening in his chambers. He's waiting for you for...,” the dignitary raised his eyes to the wall, where small luminous rings oscillated on the large clocks, and saw Fai's fresco; completely falling out of his solemn tone, he quickly finished, “... in two rings of time.”

Rodis thanked her and dismissed the messenger. Something new again, she thought, approaching the mirror and critically examining her modest clothing.

Earthlings were born actresses. They liked to put themselves in the roles of others and change their appearance according to who they decided to represent. At the time of the starship trip, Olla Dez transformed into a marquis from the end of the Feudal Era, Neja Cholli transformed herself into a mad girl from the Disunity era, and Tivisa Henako impersonated a geisha of ancient Japan.

Men were much less interested in such a game, because they did not have enough imagination and did not like to work on details.

Fai twirled in front of the mirror, choosing a suitable disguise.

She eventually settled on Maharani, a princess from ancient India. The sari came in very handy in the situation. For one thing, it was easy to make, and besides, no other garment blends so perfectly with its wearer. A saree accurately interprets a woman's feelings and mood. It can be an impenetrable armor, as well as seemingly melt on the body, revealing all of its lines.

Rodis made masterful use of the few resources at her disposal.

She ordered a robot, gave herself an ion shower and an electric massage, then intensified her skin color to the golden brown of a tinga fruit. The hair, parted at the crown and tightly coiled at the nape of the neck, formed a large knot. She broke a scrap of titanium wire, polished like a mirror, into several parts, formed circles and put them on like bell bracelets on her wrists and ankles. She turned the snow-white piece of cloth studded with silver stars into a sari slightly shorter than the one worn in ancient times. Drawing a dark dot between her eyebrows, she paced the room to adjust her movements to the unusual attire. She regretted not having beautiful earrings with her.

She had half an hour left. She concentrated and let images of ancient India slowly float through her imagination...

Cheerful and a little excited, she entered the green cabinet with a slight jingle of bracelets. She spread around her a pleasant, barely perceptible scent of a healthy body, refreshed by a tonic air current.

Choyo Chagas got up a little faster than usual. He greeted Rodis a bit mockingly as was his custom, but he was clearly glad she had come. Only in the depths of his narrow eyes was hidden the usual distrustful wariness.

Son-in-law Ug and Gen Shi were sitting at the table in black armchairs, by the wall with draperies stood a tall, thin "Snakeman" who was handling Rodis' invitations. When she appeared, he breathed a sigh of relief and sank down on a heavy stool with bizarre legs. Through the inner door, hidden behind the portiere, a very tall, stout woman walked confidently into the center of the room. From the way the Council members greeted her, Rodis gauged her position in the complex Torman hierarchy. The unknown was considerably taller than Fai, with long, perhaps too thin legs, athletic shoulders, and a regal bearing. She had an elongated, emotionless face, piercing slanted eyes under straight brows, and a flood of black hair. Her only adornment was her earrings, each of ten red-glowing orbs, which cast fierce flashes on her somewhat sunken cheeks with high cheekbones. Two narrow ribbons held her dress up, cutting into her delicate skin. The woman's shoulders and breasts were almost exposed, which was not allowed under any circumstances on Tormance during the day. But in the evening women were allowed to appear in society almost naked. The legality of such morality still could not affect Rodis.

The Earthling liked the fierce beauty of the unknown and her artistic ability to show off. Each lock of lush hair was placed with calculated effect. The woman slightly closed her eyes, slightly opened her full, nicely cut evil mouth and calmly measured the visitor from Earth.

Choyo Chagas waited a few seconds, as if he wanted to allow the women to examine each other, but in fact he was simply comparing them.

“Er Vo-Bia, my friend and adviser in affairs of state,” he said at last, "and here is the ruler of the Earthlings, known to the whole planet."

Chagas' companion smiled slightly and shook her head as if to say: The whole planet knows me too!

She held out her hand to Fai Rodis, and she gave her hers, according to the Yan-Yakh custom. The Torman woman's firm, hot hand squeezed her fingers hard.

"I thought space travellers dressed differently,” she said with undisguised amazement at Fai's attire.

"On the flight, of course. But in normal life, as one can think of," answered Rodis.

"And you thought of wearing this very outfit tonight?" Er Vo-Bia asked.

"Today made me want to be the wife of one of the ancient peoples of Earth," Fai replied.

Er Vo-Bia shrugged her shoulders, her movement saying, I saw through your subtlety!

Choyo Chagas seated the women at the table, where there were already colorful glasses with a fragrant refreshing drink.

The Chairman of the Council of Four was in a great mood. He even handed Rodis her cup himself.

Fai decided to seize the opportunity. After talking with Tael and Grif, she had to constantly think about the recklessness with which they had started showing stereo films despite the strict ban of the oligarchs.

It WENT without saying that the powerful aliens from Earth did not fear the Toman rulers; failed attempts to prevent the people of the planet from recognizing their original homeland. But the wise dialecticians forgot the other side of the coin. They did not realize that they were actually forcing those to whom they gave their information to commit crimes. Although it seemed the most terrible to the people of the communist era, Tormans who craved knowledge were subject to severe punishments. And they, the astronauts, were to blame for this dangerous situation. Untouchable themselves, they left the defenseless inhabitants of the planet to contend with a terrible apparatus of power, espionage and betrayal.

“After my conversation with you, my friends and I have considered our actions,” Rodis said in a low voice.

"So what?" Choyo Chagas frowned, apparently not in the mood to talk about work matters.

"And we came to the conclusion that our actions were not correct. We have stopped the screening and apologize to you.”

"Really?" the ruler was surprised and said more gently: "Pleasant news. I see that our talks are not in vain.'

“Certainly not!” Fai exclaimed with unfeigned fervor and completely truthfully, which satisfied the ruler even more.

Choyo Chagas wanted to know how Fai's work on the fresco was progressing. She wondered just for a moment. It couldn't be otherwise. The scouts must have reported to him more than once.

"I thought the painting was already finished, but in fact I will have to redo it. The concept is wrong! In order to get out of the inferno, it is mainly Peace, not Faith!”

"Too bad," Chagas said indifferently, "I figured I'd see the painting... these days."

Er Vo-Bia suddenly flashed her eyes and turned pink.

The leader of the “Purples" entered the room unceremoniously. Jangar. He approached the ruler and explained something to him in a low voice.

Fai Rodis got up, walked over to the closet and looked at the masterful ancient drawing with pleasure. Displeased, Chagas pushed Jangar away and asked why Fai had moved away. The ruler of the planet did not like it when people got up without permission in his presence.

"I didn't want to get in the way. At Yan-Yakh, everything is urgent and secret."

"Unnecessarily. It was nothing important,” Choyo Chagas said sullenly as Jangar stared intently at the Earthling, thinking that he would embarrass her with his cold look of a judge and bully.

Chagas dismissed Jangar with a measured gesture and leaned towards Rodis with his hands on the back of the chair.

Er Vo-Bia eyed the Earthling, then couldn't take it anymore and bluntly asked her where and how on Earth women learn seduction.

"If you mean the art of behaving correctly and pleasing men in the magical game of mutual love desire, then since childhood. Every Earthly woman knows how to emphasize what is original, interesting and beautiful about her. I think the seduction you mean is something else.”

"I mean the art of making a man fall in love," said the Torman.

"Then I don't see any difference here. Maybe it's not just an art, but also an innate ability. I had the impression that you were saying that word with a hint of condemnation, as if it were something bad.”

"Seduction is always some degree of deception and hypocrisy. I see you for the first time, but according to the story, I imagined you differently."

"Everyone here knows me in other forms besides you..."

"And which one is the real one?”

“The one in which I appear most often. Here on the planet Yan-Yakh, I am the commander of an Earthly expedition, a historian, but even this form is not permanent and will change over time. I'll be different on Earth, quite different!” Fai finished dreamily.

Er Vo-Bia raised the goblet to her lips, took a sip, and said something in a low voice to Zet Ug. Chagas's lover was visually more impressive than Rodis. Writers and court poets of Yan-Yakh wrote that her attraction acts like an electric current. Her femininity was striking. Men of letters noted that she aroused such passionate desire that even a tethered animal was able to break its chain at the sight of her. Er Vo-Bia radiated mystery. As if she were standing on the border beyond which lay the forbidden zone. For millennia, female mystery had always promised much more than it actually delivered, and yet it still remained attractive even to experienced men.

Er Vo-Bia smiled and thin wrinkles appeared on her young smooth skin, proving that this extraordinary woman must have been through a lot in her life.

Fai Rodis remained as direct, open, and fearless under the mask of maharan as she had been when the stunned ruler first laid eyes on her. She had an inner balance and was able to immediately find the lost peace, which was only possible with an excess of mental stability and will. Perhaps precisely because her great human qualities were in stark contrast to the distorted psyche of the inhabitants of Yan-Yakh, she was not attractive to the Tormans.

A permanent gap remained even between her and Choyo Chagas, "the great and all-powerful" as the ruler indignantly admitted. He remembered a snippet of a conversation between Fai and engineer Tael that the scouts had once reported to him.

Rodis explained to Tael that one of the important pillars of creative life is completely missing on the planet Yan-Yakh, namely the awareness of the infinity of the universe, of its unattainable limits and innumerable worlds that man has not yet discovered.

She spoke of the fact that bottomless cosmic abysses exist beyond the knowledge of the Great Circle, in the most unexpected combinations of the laws of the material world. The engineer replied that Fai herself is the embodiment of infinity for him, and her soul is as different from the psyche of the Tormans as infinity is from the closed and boring world of Yan-Yakh, whose main pillar rested on a strict hierarchy.

The engineer's obeisance was indeed clever, thought the ruler, but there is one more thing that the wretch must not even think about. She is a woman like all others, and therefore must necessarily submit to the will and power of a man. After all, I doubt that reserved, cheerful and self-confident daughter of Earth will make as good a lover as my Er Vo-Bia. But I have to try it!

And like all rulers of all times and worlds, the Chairman of the Council of Four began to carry out his plan without delay.

He stood up, and at the same time Zet Ug and Gen Shi stood up with him. Er Vo-Bia remained seated, crossing her legs and swinging the slipper into which a star-shaped lantern was mounted. The beams of the small lamps were aimed vertically, so that from below they irradiated the Torman's slender legs, which were outlined in their entire length under the thin fabric.

Fai Rodis considered the evening over and got up as well.

She thought of the painting in her room. After talking with Tael, she wanted to pick up her paints and brushes today. But Choyo Chagas declared that he had to discuss an important issue with her without delay. The two Council members bowed and disappeared with what Fai seemed to be great pleasure. Er Vo-Bia stood up and cast a silent questioning look at Chagas. She breathed excitedly and showed large blue-tinged teeth in a contrived smile. But Choyo Chagas pretended not to notice her challenge. So Er Vo-Bia headed for the door without looking back, without saying goodbye, insulted, beautiful and evil.

The ruler chuckled for the first time in Fai's presence, and Rodis was surprised by how coarse his laugh sounded. He pulled back the middle curtain and led Rodis into a dazzlingly bright corridor where two green-uniformed guards sat on benches facing each other.

Choyo Chagas did not pay them the slightest attention, he approached the door at the end of the corridor and manipulated the lock for a moment. The thick doors opened and Rodis entered the long, inaccessible ruler's chamber, hidden within the thick walls.

A gigantic crystal prism served as the window, reflecting the burning horizon at sunset. Choyo Chagas moved the lever. The prism turned, revealing a gloomy Tormance sky, and at the same time, orange lighting fixtures automatically lit up. A large pentagonal mirror reflected a white swagger next to a ruler in black robes stitched with silver snakes.

Chagas wanted to move towards the wide sofa, covered with a shaggy carpet, but he stopped behind Fai's back and looked over her shoulder at the reflection in the mirror. She understood what she had to accept.

Once the game had begun, it had to be brought to an end without complicated contradictions. Rodis answered the ruler with an indifferent, forgiving look. Chagas' large hands hugged her slender waist. Another moment and Fai presses her back against him, rests her head on his shoulder... Nothing like that happened. An incomprehensible force tore his hands away from her body, his self-confidence suddenly dropped, and as if he didn't even feel amorous desire, he withdrew from her, so much was he amazed.

Fai Rodis calmly, without saying a word, sat sideways on the edge of the sofa.

Stunned, Chagas started smoking. For the first time in years, he didn't know what to do. Should he act like nothing happened or explode in anger?

Rodis came to his aid. The game was over, only the white saree remained from the maharani.

"Is not the ruler of the planet a slave to the same instincts as the most uneducated Kzhi?"

"I fell under your spell and didn't confess my love to you as I should, but that's your own fault!"

Rodis's entire expression articulated silent astonishment.

“Is it enough for you to meet a woman who is different from the others a few times to ignite an uncontrollable passion?” she put on a pensive tone that affected the ruler the most.

“This is understandable for people who have seen little, stand low on the ladder of your hierarchical system, and are oppressed by a limited life. It's probably inevitable for them, but you!”

The ruler's face took on a purple hue for a moment. However, he immediately controlled himself.

"You talk like that because you don't know the true motives of my actions. I wanted to make sure if you were attractive to me before I asked you for something very important!”

"Well, are you convinced?"

“Convinced!” An evil smile crossed the ruler's face for a split second, but immediately disappeared again with habitual force of will. "Listen, for the first time in my life I'm in a situation where I'm begging, not commanding..."

"Regrettable. Such unlimited power corrupts a person. Did you just give orders in your childhood and youth? Isn't government hereditary with you?”

"Unfortunately, it isn't. The memories of the humiliations of my childhood and youth, though they have faded with the years, sometimes burn me like fire!”

"That's natural. The insult and revenge complex is inevitable in anyone who works his way to power. Do you think that asking is humiliating? Have you never had to ask your mother, father, teachers or instructors for something? Or the first lover?”

"We are avoiding the point. Let's get back to my request,” said the ruler. “You, with your inexhaustible intuition and kind demeanor, seem to me the most brilliant of all women I have ever seen. And I'm not talking about knowledge, mental fitness, and finally beauty, which is also very important."

“I remember the conversation about flattery,” Rodis laughed. "What are you going to humiliate me with?"

"Humiliate? The Great Serpent! I want to elevate you above all the people on Yan-Yakh planet, I want you to surrender to me!” 

Fai straightened up.

Choyo Chagas continued unperturbed: "For you to give birth to a son for me. I hope you learned to master genetics on Earth and can give birth to a child of the required sex?”

“Why do you need a son from me? You have half a billion Torman women at your disposal!”

"They are nowhere near your match for health, physical and mental perfection. Your son will be the first hereditary ruler of the planet Yan-Yakh, or whatever you like to call it. Maybe I'll give him your name!”

The red of indignation was not visible on Fai's swarthy skin.

"So you dream of a hereditary government? Why?"

"The goal is clear. I want to improve life on the planet. But I can achieve this only by consolidating power to the point of absolutism. The ruler must stand in an invisible height above all. He must be the god of the planet and its nation.”

"I think you've accomplished your goal in that regard," Fai said with delayed displeasure. "You and your co-rulers stand as high above the mass of Yan-Yakh's population as was possible only in the states of the deepest antiquity on Earth!"

Choyo Chagas frowned, then suddenly leaned intimately towards his companion and whispered: "You must understand that I do not have such a versatile mind that all my subjects bow before it without pretense...!"

“But you are intelligent enough to realize that! To understand that a single human is not capable of containing the vast amount of knowledge required to scientifically manage the planet. But you have scientists, they will help you. Too bad you don't trust them, or anyone at all.”

"Yes, Yes! I can't live without them, but I don't trust them. Scientists, they are frauds, cowards and poor minions. For many generations, the rulers and the people of Yan-Yakh have lied, and as far as I know, it was the same on Earth in ancient times. They promised that the planet could support an unlimited number of people, and they did not count on the fact that the earth would be exhausted long before the time they had already determined. They did not take into account the harmfulness of chemical fertilizers, which poisoned the vegetation and the soil, they did not consider that every person necessarily needs a certain living space.

“Since they did not understand all this, they were also in no hurry to make categorical conclusions. And the result was a terrible disaster. Eighty years of Hunger and Murder! True, they paid thoroughly for their mistakes and temerity. Thousands of scientists were hanged by the inhabitants with their heads down at the gates of cities or in front of scientific institutes. Scientists have always cheated us, the rulers, especially mathematicians and physicists, whose real achievements no one but them could know. That's probably how the high priests and mages did on Earth. No, I don't like scientists. They are superficial and vain people, spoiled by an easy life, and they think they know the secret of destiny!”

Fascinated by his openness, Fai Rodis smiled thoughtfully.

"Their whole fault is that they lack dialectical thinking. They did not understand that, in the infinite diversity of the world, mathematical methods resemble language. After all, speech is also one of the most logically formed structures of human thought. You can play with words, prove anything you like, even mathematical proofs of anything can be done with them. Even scientists on Earth often have fun with such jokes."

"With impunity?"

“Who would punish a man for a joke? Don't take it seriously, don't be so touchy. After all, you yourself are like mathematicians when you issue decrees and regulations and believe that words can change the development of society and the course of history.”

"So who can do it?"

"Only humans!"

"After all, we affect people!"

"You can't do that! Any violence will necessarily provoke a counter-force that will grow inexorably, and although it will not manifest itself immediately, it will come inevitably and often from a quarter where you least expect it.

"That's why I want to consolidate the whole system and start from the top. I talked about scientists so that you would understand how badly I want to give Yan-Yakh a ruler who would surpass the current lackey scientists in the power of reason. Everyone has considerable resources on me, promising high technical achievements. In reality, however, each step towards great discoveries turns out to be horribly expensive and increasingly unbearable for the planet. We didn't ban spaceflight by accident. Science is reaching a dead end, but I cannot destroy it, nor can I foresee its errors and frauds. I can only hold my learned servants in fear that at any moment I will punish them with the mass of the Kzhi, who will deal with them so mercilessly that it will not be forgotten for centuries.”

"And you dream of a son with a superior mind to whom you will entrust the planet?" Rodis asked quietly.

"Just so! It's a noble goal! You assure me that you have flown here for the welfare of my people. Here you have a real opportunity to create well-being!” And Choyo Chagas ran his tongue over his lips in sincere excitement.

“How naive you are, you ruler!” Rodis suddenly said loudly.

“What?” 

Fai extended her hand to him in a reassuring gesture.

"Forgive me for my unfair cruelty. You simply cannot step out of the spiritual realm of Yan-Yakh. All the prejudices, stereotypes and conservatism of thinking inherent in man rule over even the highest man in the state. I can physically feel the prickly atmosphere of rudeness and malice here. Apparently the scientists you don't like so much are also guilty of this. In an attempt to replace man with a machine, they fell into a dangerous error and spread in the spiritual sphere one-sided linear logical thinking, which they considered to be the essence of reason."

“So be it! But then the man standing high above them is all the more necessary!”

"No! The human brain physically changes very slowly. Even the duration of our Earthly civilization is insignificant, therefore it has not brought any substantial changes to the human brain. Every development is completely determined by conditions.”

"The environment?"

"Not only that. Millions of capable people perished without giving the world what they could, only because their abilities were not in accordance with the tasks of society and the level of the time. Therefore, I also cannot imagine my son in the role of a ruler with such a low level of knowledge.”

"How, so low?"

"Yes, the desire to rule, to rise above other people and to manipulate them, is one of the most primitive instincts, manifested most prominently in male baboons. Emotionally, it is the lowest and most backward level!”

"You mean..."

“I would also like to add that if you actually had a son who became a hereditary ruler and had a more than superior intellect, it would certainly spell disaster. According to the law of Ahriman's Arrow...”

"What is this Arrow?"

"It is actually a code by which we indicate the tendency to breed evil and trouble in a poorly organized society with a burdensome moral atmosphere. Our common ancestors already discovered the law of adverse coincidences, according to which all natural and social processes from the point of view of man turn into failures, mistakes and ruin. Of course, this is only a partial reflection of the great law of homogenization, according to which low or improved structures fall away during the process. However, man is constantly trying to achieve improved structures without creating the necessary base, he wants to get something for nothing. The development of living nature rests on a blind game of experiments. A hundred thousand attempts for one success, a single win in a thousand rolls of the dice.

“Nature overcomes Ahriman's Arrow by selection over a vast period of time, by building in organisms time-tested defense systems and stores of resistance. For human society, the Arrow is an affliction because it mainly affects the noblest motives of man, everything that strives for ascension, those who help progress I mean real progress, that is, the exit from the inferno."

"And how on Earth do you outsmart the Arrow?"

"By carefully considering and thinking about every matter beforehand, we avoid playing blindly. You have to start by educating, selecting people, guarding and creating protective systems.”

Choyo Chagas shook his head.

"It is impossible. The degeneration of the people in Yan-Yakh has already gone too far. Damage to the gene pool has led them to physical weakness and mental conformity. In our conditions, we need a quick change of generations. After all, you yourself said that the more often the dice are thrown, the greater the hope of winning.”

"Nature does not count sacrifices to achieve a goal. One cannot proceed like that.” Seeing the futility of the conversation, Fai stood up.

"So you refuse?" Chagas's question was accompanied by a threat.

"Of course. If it could change the fate of humanity on Yan-Yakh, I would be willing to give hyou a son, however difficult it is for a mother to leave her child in a foreign and distant world. But to give birth to the next ruler, a despot and an unhappy person — never!”

Choyo Chagas got up slowly, as if he was considering what to do.

Then he turned back on the couch and started smoking a pipe. Fai turned her back on him and approached the door. She only needed two minutes to reveal the secret of the castle.

The door flew open and Rodis headed down the hall into the green room. Neither of the guards even moved, both of them staring out of her as if she were air.

Chagas watched her from his dim abode. He could directly physically perceive her steps. In a bright white sari, the flowing folds of which clearly showed her body, Rodis seemed unattainable to him, and he himself felt humiliated and ridiculous. As if without himself, he rushed into the corridor. The guards jumped up, their eyes widening in alarm, and this infuriated the ruler even more. He began slapping his guards until the pain in his palms brought him to his senses. He finally got himself under control and entered the green office, now forever associated with the image of the earth commander, sat down at the table and supported his head in his hands. He felt a hopeless emptiness around him, as always happens when a person dismisses or removes from his environment decent people who have the courage to disagree with his injustice. The inexorable course of events will put in their places the ignoramuses and the uneducated, willing to get excited about any act of the ruler and praise it. Counselors, guards, it's all human waste. They only have to maintain their loyalty with bribes and privileges. He is friendless, has no one to support him mentally, and is increasingly afraid of a possible conspiracy.

From time to time, the wave of terror coursed through the masses of Dzhi, "Snake Bearers", scientists, as well as the "ruler's eyes" detachments, leaving behind an indelible horror. Fear of responsibility deprived people of initiative.

They were afraid to take risks, eternal justification in various life circumstances became almost their main occupation.

They have become unworthy human material, like people who have survived a disaster and can no longer struggle with any difficulties because previous suffering has paralyzed their brain and will.

Choyo Chagas hated his surroundings, but he could not find a way out of the dead end into which he was led by the continuation of the old policy from the time of the Wise Prohibition.

The ruler slammed his palm on the table.

And why look for a way out? Confusion was brought here by people who appeared here from a distant ancestral land. Earth is infinitely far away in time and space, it is essentially unreachable.

The spaceship will soon return home and everything will be as before. Let them waste their time fruitlessly and fly away as soon as possible!

Today he started spinning dreams like a stupid Dzhi, and it wasn't the first time! Beauty, no, something unassailable in that consciousness breaks his will... Enough! Let's see, hostages! All I have to do is press a button... no, there is on the promontory, near the sea, this unlucky spaceship and, moreover, another one can come to the rescue. Should I send her to the city?

That would hardly be reasonable. With her very fine mind and satanic seduction, she will make the minds go wild.

I will order Tael to take her to the Institute of History. Let her rummage through the mountains of documents there before her co-workers in the city expire. The institute is in an old temple, surrounded by a garden and steppe, and the "ruler's eyes" together with Tael will make sure that she doesn't go away from there.

But what if Tael also falls under her spell? Bullshit, he's too poor to even think about Rodis.

After all, we'll keep an eye on both. Something had already startled her. Would Tael? If she was talking about the interrupted projection of stereo films, it means that the Earthlings are beginning to understand who the boss is here!

Choyo Chagas reached out to the cabinet, pressed the secret pen, and when the drawer popped up, he took out a fragrant ball of black color. He placed it in his mouth and chewed slowly, his gaze fixed on the crystal ball.

By now, Fai was looking at herself in the mirror, disgruntled and gloomy. She felt the presence of spies. The constant observation was starting to annoy her. She engaged the screen and stroked her black robot as the only close and faithful creature.

Game Over! The maharani's clothing disappeared under the hood of the nine-footer. Fai took an ion shower and washed away the feeling of soiling herself. She put on a comfortable dress with a short wide skirt again and stepped onto the improvised scaffolding with relief. She picked up a brush, studied the figure of a woman in the painting for several minutes, and was very dissatisfied with her work.

The Dark Flame's call sign sounded.

“Are you tired, Rodis?” Grif Rift asked.

"No. Just unhappy with myself. I can't do anything. I misunderstand life here and buy mistake after mistake... But no, nothing serious,” she hurried to reassure, seeing the worry on her friends' faces.

"However, everything is in the best order with us," said Olla Dez. "We had our first swim in the Torman Sea an hour ago. And imagine, we all feel a strange dissatisfaction, I don't understand what it is."

"But I figured it out eventually," Neja Cholli said. "The composition of salt and their concentration are different here than on Earth."

"Then even the Tormans don't seem to get a lot of pleasure from it,” she said “Rodis, for their blood, like ours, inherited the composition of water from Earth's World Ocean. They have the Earthly sea in their blood, and surely the sorrow after it...”

The brief reunion ended. Rodis, still without her usual inner satisfaction, went back to the painting and sketched the figure of a strong, knowing woman to symbolize Peace. She leaned toward the climbers with her hand outstretched, ready to yank up the first one to reach her. Her face held the same conviction of final victory that she had seen in Tael's face. When the engineer recently saw the new variant, he said that the woman was now similar to her.

Fai worked most of the night, not knowing that she would soon have to leave Coam Gardens.

* * *

CHAPTER X

Ahriman's Bolt

* * *

Chedi Daan was still not used to the hustle and bustle of the Tormance capital. In her small room on the third floor of the house in the lower part of the Center of Wisdom, surprising noises penetrated. The walls and ceilings, made of cheap sound-conducting materials, shook with the stomping of the residents on the upper floors. Screaming, discordant music could be heard. Chedi tried to find out where the incoherent noise was coming from, to understand why people make so much noise, who must know that they are disturbing the neighbors when their houses are built poorly.

The whole house was resonating, one's ears were ringing from the continuous pounding, screeching, hissing and the vibrations of the water pipes in the thin walls.

Chedi realized that the houses were built casually, and not for such a huge number of tenants. Also, the street was designed without regard to the sound level and reinforced the general noise. All attempts to relax and dive inward failed. As soon as Chedi detached herself from the discordant mixture of sounds, she immediately heard the slamming of the front door or a car door. The ill-mannered Tormans even considered it elegant to slam the door as loudly as possible. It was obvious how they could not adapt to the cramped living conditions and behaved as if they had just left the vast steppes the day before.

Chedi approached the window overlooking the street. Thin, uneven glass curved the contours of the opposite house, which covered the sky like a dark cumulus. The girl's sharp eyes noticed how clouds of gases saturated with carbon monoxide and lead were emerging from the underground tunnels intended for heavy traffic.

For the first time it happened to her that, not with her own imagination, as in history lessons, but with her whole body, she perceived the unbreathable air of a tight, uncomfortable city, built only to cheaply feed and provide the most necessary needs for the mass of people, an abstract quantity that demands food and water.

It was useless to think about concentration and rest until one could detach oneself from the continuous cacophony.

Chedi also had to get used to the clothes. She couldn't complain about the outerwear. She quite liked the steel gray blouse, pulled down with a soft black belt, as well as the wide trousers made of the same material. But they made her wear a bra and a short camisole. The Earthling had never known anything like this. However, her new friends claimed that there could be a scandal if she appeared on the street without the strange underwear.

So Chedi complied and sat half-naked, while the housekeeper and her sister ran around her, adjusting the clothing very skilfully to her figure. Already in the Gardens of Coam, the astronaut's ashen hair had turned into a pitch-black unruly mane, which the girls on Yan-Yakh liked to wear either unkemptly tousled or braided into two short tight ponytails. The contact lenses changed the color of Chedi's eyes. When she approached the mirror now, a strange, almost unpleasant face was looking at her. But her two housekeepers were not out of enthusiasm and predicted countless successes with men. However, that was what Chedi cared about the least of all. In order to fulfill her mission as soon as possible, she needed the greatest freedom as an observer.

Tael's friends brought Chedi here at night. Kzhi themselves lived in Květů Štěstí Street. She was taken in by a young couple and the housewife's sister, who lived here temporarily.

The three-part name of the young Torman woman was pronounced Casor for short. She decided to make Chedi a guide to the Center of Wisdom. For young, and especially beautiful girls, evening walks in the capital of Yan-Yakh were dangerous, not to mention the hours of the night, when even strong men did not appear on the street, unless it was absolutely necessary. Tormans slept on high beds made of iron or plastic materials. Ched's faithful pale blue robot folded its nine legs and lay down under the bed, covered by a floor-length bedspread. It was out of caution that the owners of the apartment would not be suspected of having a connection with the Earthling, since she was officially a guest in the family of an engineer of a large plant. Contact of an astronaut with uneducated, primitive Kzhi was considered inadmissible. The hosts could be expelled from the capital for this, and this was a serious threat, because life was even more difficult in other cities on the planet. People there were paid less and therefore had less money for food, shopping and entertainment.

The inhabitants of the Center of Wisdom, and about two or three other large cities on the coast of the Equatorial Sea, were the envy of the less fortunate inhabitants of Yan-Yakh.

The essence of such happiness was incomprehensible to Chedi until she realized that wealth or poverty on the planet is measured by the number of things that one personally owns.

At the same time, however, the hosts surprised her with their natural cheerfulness and love for the modest decorations of their cramped apartment.

Two or three flowers in a vase made of ordinary glass made them excited. When they managed to get a cheap figurine or glass, they enjoyed it for days. In each dwelling they had a video screen with a massive speaker. And evening after evening the people living in pairs and their children, who remained with them until the age that corresponded to the beginning of the first cycle on earth, gathered and stared at the little flat pictures.

The roar of the loudspeakers shook the walls, ceilings and floors of the flimsy houses, but their inhabitants showed a strange indifference.

There was a school on Květů Štěstí street, a huge building made of red bricks in the middle of a dwarfed, trampled garden. Lessons was taught from morning to evening. From time to time the school garden and the adjacent part of the street erupted with shouts, whistles and high-pitched laughter as the boys and girls frolicked in the breaks between classes. The noise was much louder in the evening. Screaming, stomping, arguing and fighting everywhere, as if one were living through a terrible dream of people who had been turned into monkeys by an evil sorcerer.

The students, already separated from their parents, lived in a long building behind the school for the entire time while they were being prepared for placement in vocational schools and for classification into Kzhi and Dzhi. The terrible ill-manneredness of the children did not surprise anyone, and this surprised the Earth sociologist, even if she knew the defects of Torman society from before.

One day, a pale and frightened Casor told Chedi that she had been invited to the local Social House for a "meeting with the Snake"! Similar meetings were held in each urban area two or three times a year. No matter how hard Casor tried to explain to Chedi the meaning and purpose of the meetings, the essence of the matter remained a mystery to the astronaut. In the end, she came to the conclusion that it is probably an ancient cult ceremony, which has been preserved as a custom among the current non-religious inhabitants of Yan-Yakh. The horror that the invitation, or rather the command, caused in Casor made Chedi suspect that something was wrong, and she insisted that she be allowed to attend the meeting with "The Serpent".

The large, poorly ventilated hall quickly filled with people. Casor and Chedi found a place in the middle row, but no one noticed them.

Everyone present sat in nervous anticipation. The tanned cheeks of some showed a blush of excitement, others had a yellowish pallor. Some were walking angrily through the wide aisles between the rows, heads down, muttering to themselves. But they weren't verses, as Chedi initially thought. Rather, it seemed that they were repeating some educational formulas or lessons.

The hall accommodated about a thousand Kzhi, so there were only young people under the age of twenty-five according to the Tormantian calendar.

Four strikes on the large gong filled the room with a vibrating copper rumble. People froze in tense poses, straightened their backs and fixed their eyes on the small stage, where the narrowed lines of the walls, ceiling and floor converged.

From the dark corridor behind the lighted stage came a cubical pedestal, decorated with black and yellow interlaced stripes. On it stood a "Snakeman" in a long black garment, with a microphone in his hand.

"The day of the meeting has come!" he shouted to the whole hall, and Chedi noticed how Casor's fingers were shaking. She took the girl's cold hands in her warm palms and squeezed them, restoring the Torman's peace of mind. Casor stopped shaking and thanked the Earthling with a look.

"The rulers of the great and glorious nation of Yan-Yakh," the "serpent" bowed, "will test you today with the unsurpassed clairvoyance of the Serpent." Those who crouch and turn a blind eye are the secret enemies of the planet. He who cannot repeat the hymn of obedience and fidelity is an obvious enemy. All who dare to set their will against that of the Serpent are subject to uncompromising interrogation by Jangar's minions!”

Casor began to tremble again and whispered to Chedi to hold her hand, because now the worst would come. In a sudden intuition, the astronaut put the girl into a cataleptic state.

And it was high time!

A semi-translucent rotating sphere appeared on the pedestal in place of the missing "Snake Bearer" and glowed with a pattern of wavy lines that intertwined with each other as it rotated. A powerful sound, the tonality of which was constantly rising, mingled with the swirling multi-colored waves. The ball rotated a vertical column of iridescent colors and had a hypnotic effect on those present. Chedi had to exert all her will to remain a dispassionate observer. The sound suddenly stopped, the orb disappeared. A giant serpent of red metal slowly rose on the cubical base with calculated effect, unfurling the gigantic coils of its massive torso. A flame blazed in its gaping jaws, the side protrusions of its flattened head glowing ominously with violet eyes. The lamps in the hall went out. The snake turned its head in all directions, and the rays of its eyes ran through the ranks of the Tormans. Chedi met the metal monster's gaze and felt the blow. Her consciousness clouded for a moment. A strange weakness rose from her legs to her heart. Only a strong nervous system, hardened by special training, helped the astronaut to maintain her psychological independence. The snake bent down and began to move its body, surprisingly its head did not reach the front rows. The people in the hall swayed from side to side in the same rhythm, with the exception of the unhypnotized Chedi and the stiff Casor. When the sociologist noticed that the "Snake" in the corner of the hall was watching the audience closely, she pressed the Torman woman closer to her and started swaying with her.

The snake let out a long scream, and all the thousand people joined him.

They launched into a solemn and poignant hymn praising the ruler of the planet and their happy life free from the threat of hunger.

Chedi thought and momentarily forgot to open her mouth with the others. The “Snake” pointed at her. From behind emerged the sprawling figure of the “Purple" guard, whose unparalleled dullness could not be broken even by the red snake's hypnosis. He put his hand on Chedi's shoulder, but the girl pulled out Chagas' "pass". "Purple" jumped back with a deep bow and trotted up to "Snakeman". They exchanged a few sentences that were lost in the roar of the crowd. The exasperated dignitary threw up his hands eloquently. Chedi no longer needed to play her part. She sat motionless and looked around. The oscillations of the monster's body became shorter and shorter, the movements slowed down, and finally the snake became motionless, its eyes dimmed, its triangular skull sticking up.

People fell silent as if waking from a dream and looked around incomprehendingly.

They have no idea what happened to them! Chedi understood. They learned to hide their own feelings during the joint meetings held incessantly in the workplace. There, as she found out, they asked the Kzhi for nothing more than to approve and expound the wisdom of the rulers in front of the public.

Centuries of practice have taught people that there is no need to attach meaning to such demands, that it is enough if one submits outwardly. That's when the oligarchs invented a method to penetrate the psyche and reveal hidden thoughts.

Chedi woke up Casor unnoticed.

"Don't talk to me or come near me!" the astronaut whispered. "They already know who I am. Go back home, I'll go alone.”

Casor, still half stunned, blinked in understanding.

Chedi slowly got up and went out. After the stifling heat in the hall, she breathed the cool air with pleasure. She stopped at a thin square pillar of cheap artificial stone, still unable to shake the thought of general penance under the influence of hypnosis. Suddenly she felt a gaze on her. She turned and stood face to face with an athletically built Kzhi in a green uniform, with a clenched fist insignia stitched on the sleeve. A small group of residents from the ranks of the Kzhi reached the age of thirty or more. They were professional players and wrestlers and were called "sports role models". They engaged in nothing but muscle training and distracted crowds in stadiums with scenes that resembled mass brawls.

The "sports role model" looked at Chedi persistently and bluntly, like many men she had met here. In the Earthling, however, their gazes caused only an unpleasant feeling, as if they were being looked at by madmen.

He asked: "Did you come from far away? Probably only recently? Are you sure you'll be from the Back Hemisphere?”

"How are you...," Chedi recovered. "How did you guess that?"

The Torman smiled in satisfaction.

"They say there are beautiful girls there, but you...," the young man snapped his fingers, "you walk alone, although you are the prettiest of them all."

The stranger nodded towards the stairs where the young people were leaving.

"They call me Šot Ka Šek, Shotsek for short."

"And to me Che Di-Zem, or Chezem," answered the sociologist in the same tone.

”Strange name. After all, you guys are different over there.”

"Are you here?"

"No," the Torman admitted to Chedi's relief. "Listen, are you already somebody’s?

"I do not understand you."

"Well, do you belong to a man or not?" When he saw that Chedi still didn't understand, Shotsek laughed. "Does anyone have a right to you?"

"No, no one!" joked Chedi, scolding herself for her stupidity.

"We'll go to the Window of Life together." That's what the Tormans called the big halls where movies were shown or artistic performances were held.

"Okay, I'll go!" replied Chedi. "What if I had a man?"

"I would call him aside and have a little chat with him."

Shotsek shrugged casually. It was clear that such "conversations" always ended successfully for him.

Shotsek seized Chedi's hand. They headed for the gray box-like building of the nearest Window of Life.

The stuffiness in the hall was reminiscent of the Community House. The seats were even closer together. A huge screen glowed in the hot room. Chedi already knew many Torman films from Star flight, and the one she saw now was not too different from them.

The plot developed according to a tried and tested psychological template.

When the very scantily clad heroine felt herself in bed with the naked hero, the astronaut felt the hot and moist hands of Shotsek press her breasts and knee. Chedi regretted not having Fai's prowess and psychic strength. She tried to dodge.

But the Torman held fast. Wanting to avoid violence, she bent her elbow sharply, freed herself, stood up, and headed for the exit to the angry shouts of the onlookers, whose view she was blocking. Shotsek caught up with her on the path leading to a wide street.

"Why did you insult me? What did I do wrong?”

Chedi looked at him calmly, even a little sadly, and quickly thought of how to get out of the situation without having to reveal her incognito.

"Here, bachelors don't act like that," she said quietly. "If we start hugging early on, what will we do later?"

"Don't you know that? How old are you?”

"Twenty," Chedi lied.

"All the more so! I thought seventeen at the most...let's go!”

"Where?"

"My home. I have a room with a window to the canal. I'll buy wine and desserts, we'll have a good time." Shotsek hugged Chedi tightly again.

She silently broke away from him and hurried to get out of the alley and onto the street. The presence of other people did not embarrass her pursuer.

He caught up with the girl again and forced her to turn to face him with a sharp jerk.

"Why did you come with me?" he asked angrily.

"I didn't know it would turn out like this, forgive me!"

"How do you forgive? Come on, everything will be fine. Or you don't like me? Come, you won't regret it!”

Chedi stepped aside, and at that moment Shotsek hit her in the face. The blow was not particularly painful. The sociologist received much stronger blows during training. But for the first time, someone had hit an Earth girl of the United Hands Era with the intention of insulting and humiliating her. Chedi looked back at the crowds of people hurrying past with more amazement than indignation. They watched with indifference or timidity as a strong man beat a girl. No one intervened, even when she received an even harder blow.

"That's enough!" the astronaut decided and disappeared. The psychological game of "disappearance" was known to every child on Earth.

It consisted in the art of drawing the opponent's attention away from her and focusing it on something secondary, then quietly retreating behind his back and not leaving the sector of invisibility. The game could only be played in an open place where one could predict all the opponent's moves.

Shotsek looked wildly and uncomprehendingly around until Chedi appeared in his field of vision.

"Here you are! I can't get away with you anymore!” screamed the Torman, raising his fist.

Chedi swooped down with lightning speed and delivered paralyzing blows to his two nerve nodes. Shotsek fell at her feet.

He squirmed in a futile effort to stand on his unruly limbs and stared at the astronaut in boundless astonishment. She pulled him against the wall so he could rest his back before the numbness wore off.

A group of young men and women formed around them. They casually pointed their fingers at the fallen Shotsek, giggled and made unflattering remarks. Chedi was ashamed. She quickly headed down the street. A lewd laugh was still ringing in her ears, Shotsek's astonished look before her eyes. A strange, new feeling came over her. It resembled sadness and weighed down the heart. She didn't understand yet that it was pity, a simple human feeling. Sympathy, compassion, the desire to help seemed to be a matter of course to a person in the United Hands era. But the regret born of powerlessness in the face of suffering was new to her and made her examine her own actions anxiously. She was dissatisfied with herself, trying to find fault.

At the same time, she had no idea that both her friends, Evisa and Vir, had stumbled miserably in their first steps in the life of the capital.

Chedi hurried home so she wouldn't do any more stupid things without Casor. She met the astonished looks of passers-by and had no idea how much she differed from the inhabitants of Yan-Yakh with her proudly raised head and high breasts. She breathed a sigh of relief as she crossed the threshold of the cramped apartment.

Casor was happy for her return and suddenly realized that she had left Chedi penniless. She immediately forced several battered plastic squares on her, painted with hieroglyphs and signs.

The Earthling dutifully accepted the money and told about her adventures. The Torman woman was very startled.

"It is dangerous! Offend a man! You don't know how vengeful they are!”

"But he insulted me after all," objected Chedi.

"That has no meaning. Men don't care what we women feel. Only if they themselves satisfy their pride. It's always our fault... I wonder what it's like on Earth?”

The astronaut began to tell her about the true equality between men and women, about love, separate and independent of other things, about motherhood full of pride and happiness, because a mother does not give birth to a child for herself, nor as an inevitable punishment for a few moments of passion, but places them as a precious a gift into the hands of the whole society.

Casor listened as if enchanted and Chedi watched her fondly.

The Torman woman in casual clothing resembled the boy. A wide belt held up the coarse fabric pants and skimmed her narrow hips. Tucked under it was a pale blue blouse with rolled up sleeves and a deep unbuttoned collar. Her stiff hair, with a sloppy parting, reached her shoulders and fell over her eyes under painfully arched eyebrows.

The parted lips of the large mouth indicated that Casor was listening with utmost attention. With her arms crossed and slightly bent over, she pressed her slim frame against the door frame.

Chedi, with sudden emotion, hugged the Torman woman and caressed her hair and face motherly.

Dusk on Yan-Yakh was short, almost suddenly it was dark in the room. Casor turned on the light and out of embarrassment began to sing to herself.

Her songs, full of clear melody and sadness, surprised the Earthling. They were completely different from what she heard on the streets or in the entertainment rooms. The girl explained to her that the Torman dignitaries did not approve of the youth singing melancholy songs. They believe that it reduces the already feeble vitality of life. Ancient melodies, popular among the older generation of Dzhi, in turn evoke unnecessary memories of the past, and also cause sadness. Therefore, in planetary broadcasts, the rulers prefer optimistic and celebratory, if cheesy, songs. Now it was clear to Chedi why the Torman people sing so little. She decided it was necessary for Casor to see the other Earthlings. That same evening, the astronaut was supposed to speak with Fai Rodis through the robot.

The two women carefully entered Chedi's room, did not turn on the light at all and carefully covered the window. Only then did they pull out the silver-blue robot hidden under the bed. The sociologist turned the wheel of her bracelet, the nine-legged machine connected the signal, made a sound and extended its paws. Casor was a little startled because she thought it was a living creature.

The carrier beam was directed to known coordinates, but Fai did not appear. An upset Chedi did not immediately notice the silent marks on the wall where she focused the robot. Finally, she saw a series of rings and realized that Rodis had left the Gardens of Coam, leaving behind a tiny indicator in the room that was activated by the beam of the robot.

The worried astronaut tried to call Evisa or Vir Norin. It took an hour before Evisa finally appeared on the screen in a tight evening gown with a plunging neckline.

The amethyst color of the fabric accentuated her topaz, wide-set eyes and red lips.

Evisa reassured Chedi when she told her that Rodis now lived in a high-altitude part of the city in the old Temple of Time, which has been converted into a museum of ancient books. The doctor of the expedition lived in the Central Hospital and could freely associate with Rodis. She made an appointment with Chedi in four days, when the intercity conference of doctors ends.

"Come first thing in the morning, Chedi," said Evisa, "we'll have lunch together in the hospital cafeteria. By the way, where do you eat?”

"Any restaurant I happen to happen upon in my wanderings around town."

"You should choose a permanent dining room, one where they cook better."

"It's just as bad everywhere. Kzhi do not like their work. Casor says that they say... stealing. They take the best for themselves.”

"Why?"

"Either they eat it themselves, take it to their family, or exchange it for squares... that is, for money. That's why the food is so gross!”

“I think your friend is wrong. Here on Tormance, people are so terrified of the Century of Hunger that they try to make as much food as possible from every product by adding inedible substances to it. This is how it destroys natural milk, butter, bread, even water. Naturally, such a diet cannot be tasty, it is often downright harmful to health. Hence the many diseases of the liver and digestive tract.”

"That's why the water here has such an unpleasant taste! And yet they uselessly waste it. Wouldn't it be better to treat it more sparingly and make it tastier?” said Chedi.

"One encounters things here that defy common sense at every turn," replied Evisa from the screen. "But don't worry, Chedi. We don't pay too much in Tormantian terms to be able to see such an incredible company with our own eyes. Rodis says this is how she envisioned the Disunity epoch on Earth!”

"So what is incredible here? It's just sad when you think about the unnecessary trials and sacrifices of our common ancestors who have already been through it all...”

"Keep your head up, Chedi! We still have a lot of tests ahead of us. Something unpleasant will definitely happen here every day, and I wouldn't want to stay on Tormance for a long time," Evisa admitted.

The sociologist heard the voices of the returning apartment owners behind the wall and said goodbye to the doctor. The nine-legged machine crawled under the bed by itself. Chedi lowered the blanket and met Casor's gaze. The Torman woman stood with her hands down, her cheeks burning, but tears standing in her eyes.

“Mighty Serpent, that Evisa is beautiful!” she said. "My heart tightens, like when I was listening to a fairy tale in my childhood."

"What's special about her?" Chedi smiled.

"All! You're pretty too, but she...! But why is she so hard, why is there so little love and compassion in her?”

"Casor! How could you find so many mistakes on Evisa? People on Earth aren't like that!”

"Now I don’t’ know! Although," the woman thought for a moment, "you seemed the same to me at first. Would she be different? But she is beautiful beyond belief!” Casor wiped her inadvertent tears and slipped out of the room.

Chedi stood thoughtfully. For the first time, she reproached herself for the overconfidence with which she decided to study the sociology of such a planet. She lacked Evisa's unwavering self-assurance, as well as the depth that Rodis possessed.

At the same moment, Evisa Tanet was thinking about her speech at the conference. How to tell the Tormantian medics about the immense power of Earth medicine compared to their surprisingly poor science so that they don't feel offended and humiliated?

She saw dedicated and heroic doctors who worked tirelessly day and night, fighting the misery of the hospitals, the ignorance and rudeness of the support staff who cursed their poorly paid, dirty and unrecognized work.

The patients were mostly Dzhi, with Kzhi staff. Both layers hated each other and the situation of the sick was becoming tragic.

Usually, relatives did everything possible to help their loved ones overcome illnesses at home. The situation at the surgery was impossible. Stifling, overcrowded rooms with a typical postoperative smell haunted Evisa in her dreams for a long time and disturbed her memories of Earth.

The Earth doctor was accommodated by professionals from the Dzhi layer, who were interested in a higher step in the hierarchical ladder. Therefore, her room and bed were slightly more spacious than Chedi's.

Each rung in the Torman hierarchy carried with it some advantages, whether they related to larger apartment dimensions or better food. Evisa observed with astonishment the ferocity with which people fight for such insignificant privileges. They mainly tried to penetrate the upper layer of dignitaries, to become "Snakemen", whose privileges reached the maximum. Fraud, slander and whistleblowing erupted in full force. Bribes, slavish zeal, blind hatred of competitors... Ahriman's Arrow went mad, removing decent and honest people from the path, breeding a number of villains among the "serpents"...

Evisa, blooming and full of life, entered the doctors' office at the Central Hospital on the day of the conference. She passed through the radiation chamber and the disinfection corridor into a small hall. She stopped to look at herself in the mirror. From the smoking room next door, noisy voices reached her through the ajar door. The speakers spoke freely. Evisa understood that it was about her. The young doctors expressed their enthusiasm for the foreigner in such a way that Evisa did not know whether to laugh or be angry.

"I'm shaking all over when she walks past me," she heard a high tenor, "her yellow eyes are shining, her breasts won't tear the blouse, her legs, oh, what legs she has...!"

Evisa entered the smoking lounge. She was greeted by three doctors, smoking pipes. She flashed her laughing eyes over everyone and the young men joked that she overheard their conversation.

The head of the hospital, an imposing man in glasses, saw Evisa and spread the thin, unpleasant lips of a fox and grump in a smile. He was wearing the usual clothes of all doctors on Yan-Yakh, a yellow coat with a black belt and an equally yellow soft cap. With sharp narrowed eyes, he quickly skimmed the outfit of his Earth colleague, whose figure, mood and proud face were in perfect harmony with the bright color of the suit.

"Let's go to my car!" and, without waiting for approval, he dragged the Earthling to the side entrance, where a long and narrow means of transport awaited him.

The conference was to be held in a palace outside the city. The machine climbed the steep road and overtook many pedestrians. At one point, Evisa noticed an old Dzhi with a heavy load on her back and involuntarily signaled the driver to stop.

But the driver didn't even brake. At the astronaut's surprised look, the chief doctor only became gloomy. They reached a building with weathered decorations of large stone flowers. The high wall collapsed in several places, the three-tiered tower above the gate was about to fall. But the garden around it looked dense and lush, without the signs of decay characteristic of parks and gardens in the inner city.

"I saw you were surprised we didn't take the old lady?" the head doctor began, glancing at Evisa at his side.

"You are observant!"

"One can't be too good here," the Torman said apologetically. "First, you could get infected, second, you have to be careful with the car, third..."

Evisa interrupted him with a gesture.

"You don't have to explain anything to me. You only think of yourself here, you only think of the car, a primitive product made of iron and plastic, more than a person. All this is quite natural in a society where the life of a minority is redeemed by the death of the majority of the population. I'm just wondering why you went into medicine. Does it make sense to heal people with your system of easy death and quick generation change?”

"You are wrong! Residents are the most valuable part of the population. Our duty is to delay their death, to treat them by all means. However, it would be ideal if we could preserve only the brain, separate it from the decrepit body.”

“Our ancestors fell into the same error when they believed that the brain and psyche could be separated from the rest of the body, as if they did not form an inseparable whole. Some people even claimed that the whole world exists only in the imagination of man. Here lie the roots of many biological errors. Neither the brain nor the psyche are formed by themselves. Their structure and function are a creation of society and time, it is a sum of knowledge in the period of the individual's creation. Only by continuously absorbing new impressions, knowledge and perceptions does the brain of emotional people or those with an excellent memory overcome the monotonous conservatism, and only within certain limits. A great scientist thirty years after reaching the peak of his activity becomes a conservative, hopelessly out of step with his time. He himself will not even understand it, because his brain is tuned to the same note with the world that has already gone into the past.”

"However, it is possible to model new conditions, amplify them..."

“As you model them, the distance between brain conditions and environmental conditions increases. The psychic realm changes disproportionately faster than biological transformation.”

"We didn't theorize, but fought with death, using experiments to shed light on new possibilities for prolonging life."

"And you have added millions more martyrs to the colossal list of natural and human crimes. When one adds up all the animals slaughtered in experiments, all the sick killed by operations, then one must condemn your empiricism as decisively as possible. In the history of our medicine and biology, there were also periods of contemptuous attitude towards life. Every pupil was allowed to cook a live frog, and a half-educated student a dog or a cat. It is very important to keep the peace here. If that boundary is crossed, the doctor becomes a butcher and the scientist a murderer. If the necessary limit is not reached, then doctors turn into fantasists or illiterate authorities. The worst of all are the fanatics willing to cut a human being, not to mention animals, just to perform an unprecedented operation, to exchange the irreplaceable. They do not understand that a person is not a mechanism made up of standard parts, that the heart is not just a pump and the brain does not represent the whole person. Such an attitude has done us much harm in its time, and I see it is in full bloom on your planet.”

The head doctor grabbed Evisa's hand and pulled her off the path. They found themselves behind a bush.

"Bend down, hurry!" the Torman whispered so urgently that the Earthling obeyed.

Several people ran from the gate, chasing a fat man with an ashen face and bulging eyes. The runner was running out of strength. He staggered to a stop. One of the pursuers kneed him in the face and the fat man collapsed in half. The other tripped the victim's legs. Then they started stomping on the downed man.

Evisa broke away from the head doctor, ran to the scene of the violence and called out:  "Stop, stop!"

Immense astonishment passed over the wild faces. Fists opened, a hint of a smile flickering on crooked lips. In the ensuing silence, only the groans of the victim could be heard.

"Shame on you! Six young men beat one, fat and old! Don't you understand that your actions are abominable?”

The blue-robed strongman leaned forward and poked Evisa with his finger.

“The Great Serpent! I didn't think of that! You're from Earth, aren't you?”

"Yes!" she replied, kneeling down to examine the injured man.

"Leave this scum alone! He is a bad man! We just gave him a bit of a lesson.”

"Why?"

"Because he's a writer. These accursed writing lackeys make up bluffs and lies about our lives, twisting history to prove the greatness and wisdom of those who allow them to live a little longer and pay them well. For every written sentence that pleases the rulers, we all have to pay dearly. It is not enough to beat such, they must be killed!”

"Wait!" Evisa interrupted him. "Perhaps his guilt is not so great after all. You don't care here if what is said or written is true. Writers also don't think about the consequences of some irony, or a catchphrase. In the same way, scientists do not consider what evil their discoveries will cause. They are in a hurry to set the world straight first, and they are reminiscent of crowing roosters.”

The speaker of the group laughed sincerely and sympathetically.

“You're smart, Earthling! But you're not right. They know very well that they are lying. They are worse than girls who make love in gardens for money. They only sell themselves, but these sell all of us. I hate them—” And he kicked his victim, who was trying to crawl away on all fours.

"Stop, you wretch!" Evisa shielded the writer with her body.

“By the Quick Snake! You don't understand anything!” the leader looked at her with narrowed eyes. "They are unhappy, not us! We leave life in full force, we don't know what illness is, we have no fear, we don't care about anything. What can scare us if we die soon anyway? But Dzhi tremble forever, fearing death and a long life with inevitable diseases. They are afraid of displeasing the Snake Bearers, afraid to speak a word against the rulers, lest they be transferred among the Kzhi and sent to the Temple of Sweet Death. They only worry about their privileges in food, housing and clothing."

"Then he deserves pity!"

"That would be so wrong! Do you know what they buy the right to a long life? They figure out how to bring people into obedience, how to make food out of the worst garbage, how to force women to bear more children for the Four. They look for laws to justify the lawlessness of the leaders, they boast, they lie just to get a promotion.”

"So they want to get a more difficult and responsible job?"

"But where! The higher a person's position in our country, the less he works. That's why they crawl to reach the rank of Snake Bearer, that's why they're willing to betray the whole world!”

"And you don't betray in meetings with the Serpent? And aren't you afraid of Jangar?”

The Kzhi spokesman shivered and looked around.

"You know more than I thought... Well, get well Earthling, we won't see each other again!"

"Could I ask you something important? Just you," Evisa looked at the leader of the group.

He blushed like a little boy.

"By doing what?"

“To go to the Temple of Time, where the monument of old books is, and look for our commander there. Her name is Fai Rodis. Talk to her as openly and sensibly as you have talked to me. But first, find Engineer Tael. He is indeed a Dzhi, but a human, the likes of which are few on your planet.”

"Good," the young man squeezed her hand.

"And say that Evisa Tanet sends you."

"Evisa Tanet... what a name!"

The six disappeared into the garden. From the gate, a noisy group of doctors from the Central Hospital, who arrived together in a large car, headed towards Evisa.

The leading doctor came out of the bushes, called the assistants and silently dragged the victim to the car.

"Who is that?" Evisa asked one of the hospital colleagues.

"An excellent writer. What did they do to him!" the person addressed smiled contentedly, as if he were fully on the side of the Kzhi.

The surprised Earthling walked with the doctors to the narrow portal of the palace entrance.

The familiar Torman style was repeated inside the building. A heavy door opened into a spacious hall. A wide staircase led to a hall flanked by a double row of columns. The lobby was filled with people. Everyone's eyes immediately turned to Eviz.

They led her upstairs and seated her on a worn couch in the side gallery. The others present remained below, where they formed a trellis.

“Are they waiting for someone?” the Earthling asked the older man in the yellow cloak.

"Of course," he replied curtly. "Representatives of the Supreme Assembly are to honor us with their presence."

"Why ‘honor us with their presence’ and not just come?"

The man looked startled at Evisa, glanced around him, and disappeared between the pillars.

The wait dragged on for over half an hour before it became clear that the dignitaries would not arrive. The crowd below seemed to burst. Amidst the laughter and raucous chatter typical of Tormans, everyone rushed up the stairs to the hall. The head doctor sought out Evisa and led her to the tribune, where the most important doctors of the capital and guests of honor from other parts of the planet were sitting. But the Earthling refused, assuring him that a high honor was not suitable for a young medical officer of an interstellar expedition, as she had done nothing to deserve it. She sat down by the column at the beginning of the hall and felt the attention of the entire auditorium on her.

She was worried about the speech she was about to give.

Speakers took turns without haste. They talked at length about things more than obvious, and each first justified his report. The Tormans called it a brief introduction. Everything showed that no one was interested in such banalities.

Evisa noticed it from the bored faces and from the noise in the hall, barely drowned out by the sound of the speakers.

Finally, the organizer announced that a female doctor from Earth had expressed a desire to speak before a gathering of Torman health workers.

Evisa walked through the hall to the tribune, greeted by calls, applause and whistling from enthusiastic youth. As strange as the shouting and noise seemed, they were expressions of friendly feelings. The Earthling thanked those present with a bow. As she began to speak in a soft earthy accent that even the amplifiers couldn't erase, the hall fell into an unprecedented silence.

"Your representatives wanted me to familiarize myself with medicine on Yan-Yakh, critically evaluate the mistakes of doctors and tell you about Earthly achievements in this scientific field. But my knowledge of health care on this planet is scanty, and most importantly, I lack the basic criteria that are a prerequisite for judging any scientific discipline. It would therefore be presumptuous and irresponsible of me to act as a critic or adviser. All I can do is tell you about the obstacles we faced on Earth in the past and how we were able to overcome them...”

Evisa spoke matter-of-factly and succinctly. When she outlined to the audience the history and development of Earthly medicine since the era of the Disunity with all the difficulties, mistakes and dead ends, the issues of which were in many ways similar to the current conditions on Tormance, she concluded by mentioning a few more fatal traps that nature itself had set for humanity on its on the way to progress. The goal of this journey was to return to original health, but without dependence on ruthless nature. It was a matter of escaping her hecatombs, with which she promoted the improvement of animal species, in order to mercilessly take revenge on man for his clumsy attempts to escape from her power.

"And we succeeded!" exclaimed Evisa. "We are all healthy, strong, resilient from birth. We understood that our beautiful human bodies deserve more than sitting in chairs and pushing buttons. Our hands are the best of all the tools that nature or man has made. But they ask for a masterpiece to feel true satisfaction. However, this is not enough. We fight for the life of our mind as much as we fight for the life of our body. You can learn how much effort we have put into this unequal struggle. Unequal because the depth and all-embracing power of nature is far from exhausted, and mankind is still waging a continuous struggle for its mental and physical health, and is ready for any attack from the elements!”

When Evisa finished her speech, a wave of approval went up in the hall. The strict, soulful seriousness of the astronaut fell away, a smiling, slightly flirtatious young woman now stood on the stage, bowing to the audience like a dancer. This metamorphosis intensified the enthusiasm among the medical youth.

The Tormans generally liked the cheerful seriousness of the Earthlings, who never played with big feelings, didn't make fun of anyone and didn't try to have fun at another's expense...

Evisa returned to her seat and watched the referring doctor again. They were basically talking about important problems at the level of Tormantian science, announcing new discoveries, but interesting ideas drowned in a sea of ​​useless phrases. With the exception of psychological observations, the Earthling did not extract anything worth attention from the long-winded contributions.

She explained the habit of speaking at all costs by the speaker's desire to assert his personality in front of others. In addition, the flood of flowing words provided a person with an inner release, necessary in a world of constant oppression and irritation. But the verbose papers were getting more and more tiresome. Evisa rejoiced when the break was announced. She got up with the intention of finding a deserted place to refresh herself by a walk — but where! She was surrounded by a boisterous crowd of excited Torman men and women of all ages, from young trainees to gray-haired heads of hospitals and professors of medical institutes.

She looked for the head doctor with whom she had come from the hospital. He casually made his way through the crowd and approached her.

"Shall I accompany you to the dining room to get your strength back? Ladies and gentlemen, disperse, our visitor from Earth is hungry and tired!”

Evisa didn't feel like eating, especially in an unfamiliar dining room.

She was losing her appetite at the sight of the inexplicable hostility of the serving women. Any dependence on another person was humiliating to Tormans. Each of them spent a long time scratching and steaming before doing what was their direct duty.

Reluctance or, at best, complete disinterest in work was a characteristic feature of the Kzhi class. Dzhis trembled before them whenever they waited for the most ordinary service. The situation was different at the plants and factories where the purple "Snakemen" ruled. The slightest resistance was promptly punished, most often by transportation to the Temple of Sweet Death. On the other hand, out of reach of the piercing eyes of dignitaries and guards, the hated Dzhi were cruelly mocked by the Kzhi everywhere. And they suffered without a word, because they knew that the Kzhi could become their executioners at any time by the decision of the Council of Four.

Evisa, deep in thought, walked beside the chief physician down the alley to a narrow house where there was a dining room and a restaurant.

"You wonder why I hid behind the bushes and didn't run to the writer's aid?" asked the doctor suddenly, trying to catch his companion's gaze.

"No," replied Evisa nonchalantly. She was not curious about the personal motives of the act necessarily flowing from the social establishment on Tormance.

"I could hurt my hands and that would harm a lot of people who would wait in vain for surgery."

A huge crowd sprung up from among the trees, as if from the ground, and rushed towards them. The head doctor turned pale, his face contorted with fear, but Evisa recognized the young doctors, participants in the conference.

They rushed in like a whirlwind, pushed the doctor away and surrounded the Earthling in a tight circle. The lovely Torman woman, whose dark skin, black hair, and sparkling black eyes contrasted sharply with the yellow uniform, stepped before Evisa with a laugh: “Don't be angry that we ambushed you like this. We noticed you were about to leave. Who knows if we will meet again! We have some important issues, and surely you will not refuse...”

"I won't refuse," said Evisa just as cheerfully, "if I'm good enough for it. My knowledge is very limited. What are you interested in?"

"Sex! Tell us how you deal with this cause of much suffering on Earth, with the vision of supreme and false happiness. Tell or at least answer the questions we couldn't ask you in the conference room.”

Evisa saw a little tree sheltered from the heat by an avenue of tall dense trees. Everyone enthusiastically accepted her suggestion to hold an impromptu discussion right there. The low rough grass bloomed with the yellow robes of the doctors who settled oddly in the shade. The Earthling, legs crossed beneath her, took her place on a small knoll in front of her audience, mocking herself for being a preacher again.

Now her goal was different than at the conference. Here she could speak without fear of traumatizing the audience with her formulations, as happens with different intellectual perceptions. She looked at the dark sky of Tormance, her eyes darted across the streaks of purple hues... She wondered how to begin...

"Humanity on Yan-Yakh sometimes rejects the importance and power of sex, and sometimes overestimates it and attributes a dominant weight to it in life. By falling from one extreme to the other, it has not yet arrived at true sexual education.”

"Do you have sex education?" was the question.

"It exists, and great importance is attached to it. One must learn to control one's body, not to suppress sexual desire, but also not to submit to it to the point of licentiousness."

"How can love and passion be regulated?"

"That's not the right idea. Once you've swung onto the crest of a wave, you have to balance deftly if you don't want to slide back down. But if you want to stop, then you simply leave the wave, let it pass...”

After the audience's puzzled looks, Evisa realized that there were no huge tidal waves in the Torman seas, and therefore the young people knew nothing about the excruciating ride on a lata, a wide board equipped with a battery and a motor, and controlled only by the feet...

“I spoke at a gathering about reciprocal dependence. A rich psyche needs a strong and healthy body, which in turn fills the multifaceted mental life with courage, activity, perseverance and emotions. Human biochemistry requires a permanent excitability of the brain to one-fifth of its capacity, and this is ensured by the level of sex hormones in the blood. One pays for it in your words with an unrelenting and strong erotic feeling. If this feeling is suppressed for too long, a person either suffers from nervous depression and psychological anomalies, or searches for a random partner in a humiliating desire..."

"This means that you have to indulge in passion impulsively, in violent bursts," said the Torman woman, who was starting the conversation.

"Of course!"

"But what about love? An impulse can't last long, can it?”

"That's an ancient mistake! Man has grown to true love, but here you still have the caveman's opinion that love is only passion, and that passion means only sexual union. I don't need to say how much richer, fiercer and longer true love is! The perfect harmony of all desires, hobbies and dreams, which can be called love, cannot be found easily and simply here on Earth either. For us, love is a sacred word, and it means a very comprehensive and multifaceted feeling. But even purely physical, sexual love in the narrowest sense of the word never has a shade of one-sidedness. It is more than pleasure, it is a service to the loved one, and at the same time beauty and society, even sometimes it has to submit to the demands of genetic laws despite personal preferences, if both are in conflict for people who want to have children. But we have learned to release the insidious power of accumulated hormones in order to achieve inner peace and harmony...”

"Couldn't you on Earth regulate this power chemically, with drugs?" asked Evisa's well-known neurosurgeon.

"It is better not to interfere with the complex structure of hormones, which are the psychophysiological basis of the individual, and to follow the natural path of erotic education."

"You teach boys and girls erotica? That's unheard of!” exclaimed the neurosurgeon.

There were disdainful mutterings and grunts. A tall doctor with a kind of glowing brooch on his chest stood up, walked past the first rows of listeners and looked impertinently at Evisa.

“I expected different revelations from the Earth Ambassador. These are as old as the White Stars. Do you put into practice, so to speak, basic erotic instruction for individual couples?”

"Of course! To make the couple's love last as long as possible."

"And if it doesn't last long?"

"Then we will appease both partners by teaching each separately about the higher Eros."

"That is absolutely impossible for us. Earthlings seem to lack the main love feeling, namely jealousy.”

"Jealousy really doesn't exist here. This is a remnant of the primitive sexual selection, when the fight was for a female or a male. Our women and men are strong and calm, not jealous, they understand even temporary misunderstandings. But they know that a person's highest happiness is always at the limit of his strength."

The opponent looked at Evisa with a manly appreciative gaze.

"Apparently it's only possible because you Earthlings are so cold that your amazingly beautiful exterior repels people rather than attracts them."

Some of the men clapped in agreement.

Evisa laughed out loud.

"On the way to the conference, I listened to the conversation of several men present here, who spoke quite differently about my strengths. Even now I can feel the attention directed at my legs.” She stroked her round knees peeking out from under the short garment. "Not even for a moment did I stop perceiving the hungry looks directed at me from many sides. This means that the cold definitely does not interfere with the attraction, and my opponent is not right.”

Now the women rewarded Evisa with applause.

"We're really cool if we don't give free rein to eroticism, but then..."

Evisa slowly got up, straightened up and screamed as if in a moment of danger. And the Tormans saw a new transformation in the astronaut. Her lips were parted as if she was about to sing or say something, her "tiger" eyes almost turned black. The young woman's already provocative breasts rose even higher, a graceful slender neck rose on narrow, straight shoulders with unimaginably clean and smooth skin, a blush of excitement penetrated the tanned layer of exposed skin. The calm and friendly scientist disappeared. In her place stood the very essence of femininity in challenging beauty and strength, alluring, menacing, a little contemptuous...

The change was so profound that the audience recoiled in horror.

"A snake, a real snake," whispered the stunned Torman women.

Evisa took advantage of the general confusion and left the club.

No one dared to stop her.

Chedi walked slowly down the street humming softly to herself, although she would have preferred to sing at the top of her lungs. She longed to run out into the open space, she had felt the lack of space for a long time.

The rooms, as small as cages, in which she now lived permanently, cramped her unbearably. Sometimes she could not stand her longing, she had no strength to look or breathe, and then she would wander off, passing tiny little parks and miserable squares, hurrying to be in the main park as soon as possible. Now she walked alone more often.

Sometimes she was stopped by “Purples" or people in uniform with an "eye" insignia on their chest. The card always reliably freed her. Casor drew her attention to a row of markings underlined in dark blue, which translated to "show special attention." It was a categorical order to all Torman people, whether in canteens, shops, hairdressing salons, public transport or anywhere else, to serve her as quickly and as best as possible. If she dated Casor, she never used the card, and thus saw from her own experience how difficult it was for an ordinary resident of the capital to get not special, but quite normal treatment. However, as soon as she took out the square of plastic material, the brutes began to bow down as humbly as possible, while at the same time looking to get the dangerous visitor out of the door as soon as possible. All those sudden turns, caused by fear, discouraged Chedi so much that she only used the card as a defense against the “Purple ones".

For several days now, Chedi has not been able to establish a connection with Evisa or Vir via the robot. She didn't even see Rodis. Vir Norin lived among scientists, and the young sociologist did not want to go to him unless absolutely necessary. She expected Evisa to show up soon, and couldn't imagine what could have delayed her for more than twenty-four hours. Chedi went to her friend on foot. She was not deterred by the considerable distance, nor the bad terrain of the city.

She walked kilometer after kilometer, ignoring the monotonous houses, but trying to discover the monuments and memorials in which the dreams of the inhabitants, memories of the past and the desire for beauty were reflected on each planet. On Earth, sculptures were very popular and were built in open and lonely places.

But in the Center of Wisdom, there were obelisks or images of snakes with instructive inscriptions in the squares and parks.

Statues of great leaders from various historical periods of Yan-Yakh rarely appeared. They all resembled each other like twins in their poses and menacing faces that showed unyielding will. There was a complete lack of statues that captured the simple beauty of a person or an idea.

Chedi turned into an alley with uniform red houses, decorated with ancient patterns made of black ceramics. It looked like huge drops of pitch were running down the wide, smooth walls. Here were the Dzhi apartments, as well as Evisa's shelter in the capital. The girl dialed the familiar code that opened the door and loudly asked permission to enter in the tiny hall.

The head of the household, a seasoned bacteriologist, was not at home as usual, as he spent most of his time at the Health Patrol.

The voice of the housekeeper called Chedi to the next room. A tearful middle-aged woman sat in a chair with a book in her hand. Apparently, Evisa was not at home for the fourth day. The woman asked with concern: "What do you think, will your colleague show up? After all, all her things were left here!”

"She will definitely come. But what happened to you?”

"Misfortune! Oh, how I need your girlfriend here! Only she can ease my suffering!”

“What? Maybe I could help you now?”

"I...," the woman sobbed, tears rolling down her cheeks.

Chedi put her hand on her head.

“I can't,” the woman held up the book, “I can't read at all. I can't see. What will happen to me? I earned a little bit of money. But now? What should I do? How will I live?”

"First of all, calm down. You have men and children who need you.”

“It's terrible to be helpless. You won't understand that. Books were my only joy. To me, who am useless, needed by no one, books give everything!” And again she burst into tears. "I can't see! And our doctors don't know how to help."

Tears of helplessness and hopelessness painfully touched Chedi's heart. She couldn't fight against regret, a feeling that was taking over her more and more strongly. She must ask Evisa to help the woman with some effective medicine.

In the sea of ​​suffering on Tormance, the woman's anguish was only a drop. Helping the drops is meaningless and useless to the sea. That's how it was taught on Earth, where it was always required to determine the causes of suffering, to destroy its roots, and thereby promote good. But here everything was the opposite. The reasons were clearer than the sun, although not only Chedi, but also the entire crew of the Dark Flame could not root them out in the abyss of the Torman inferno. The girl sat down next to the crying woman, calmed her down, and only then went home.

It got dark. Here and there pedestrians appeared on the dimly lit streets of the capital, flashed in the light of the lanterns, and disappeared again in the darkness. The moon was low on the horizon, its dim, dim glow casting dull ghostly shadows. Chedi was probably the only woman in the deserted streets of this city district.

The astronaut did not hurry to her cell. She remembered the silver moonlit nights on Earth, when people disappeared into the nocturnal nature to either dream alone, make love, or take walks together with friends. Here, with the coming of darkness, everyone fell home under the protection of their four walls, and still looked back fearfully.

Chedi walked for about an hour before reaching the well-lit central district in the Center of Wisdom. The evening entertainment attracted a lot of people here, mainly from Kzhi, who came in small groups for safety reasons. Dzhi avoided places where Kzhi went.

Even Chedi tried to avoid the groups, so that she did not have to use a tiring psychological action, but mainly so that she did not need to show the protection card of the rulers. When she saw a group of men coming towards her, blaring some sort of rhythmic song over a loudspeaker, she crossed to the other side of the street and stopped at a stone gate.

People were walking here and there, there were shouts and loud cackles, so characteristic of the inhabitants of Yan-Yakh. Two young men approached Chedi and tried to start a conversation. The wide staircase was bathed in bright red-violet light, which fell here in slanting cascades from the facade of the Palace of Evening Delights, surrounded by a double row of dark blue square columns decorated with gold. However, the bachelors disappeared like a gust of wind when three Kzhi, the dreaded "patterns", blocked their way.

They came closer, looked at Chedi, and then talked to each other about something. Just then someone's hand grabbed the girl from behind and forced her to turn around. In a sharp sense of danger, she instinctively swerved to the side. The terrible blow, caused by something heavy, apparently metal, hit Chedi in the head, ripped the skin on the back of her neck, tore a muscle and shattered her right shoulder joint, collarbone and part of her shoulder blade. As she fell, she inadvertently turned to her left side. A heavy shock squeezed her throat and heart, darkened her eyes, extinguished her consciousness. The impact of the fall went through her shoulder, arm and neck like a thousand red-hot knives. By force of will, Chedi raised her head and jerked herself up trying to rise to her knees. A familiar face appeared in front of her as if in the distance. Shotsek looked at her startled and with triumphant malice.

"You?" whispered Chedi with immense astonishment. "Why?"

For all his restraint, the Torman realized that he saw neither fear nor anger in his victim's beautiful face. Only astonishment and pity, yes, especially the pity that was due to him! The astronaut's extraordinary mental power awakened something in his dark soul.

“What are you worth? Hit her again!” shouted one of his cronies.

"Get out!" Shotsek ran after him as if he had lost his senses.

Everyone took it in stride. Unwitting witnesses to the brutal assault had already run away. The lighted staircase was barren and empty.

Chedi slowly rolled onto her side and remained lying at Shotsek's feet. In the helpless collapse of the Earthly girl, so much pure and infinitely distant beauty disappeared that the young man suddenly felt an unbearable grief and remorse literally tear him apart. There was only one way he could overcome them. Gritting his teeth, he pulled out a long triangular needle and thrust it into his chest with all his might, straight into his heart. He dropped to the ground and rolled a few steps away from Chedi. However, she did not see Shotsek's suicide, nor the two “Purples" who ran up, turned her face to the light, searched her, and when they discovered the ruler's card, with horror they summoned a uniformed man who had an “eye".

“To the Central Hospital, immediately!” was his command.

* * *

CHAPTER XI

Masks in the underground

* * *

Fai Rodis didn't get a chance to see the ruler before she left for the Monument of History. He avoided a farewell audience.

The tall, thin "Snake Carrier", who acted as an intermediary between the Chairman of the Council of Four and Fai, explained to the expedition commander that "The Great One" was extremely busy with matters of state. The urgent work related to the events of the previous week would have amused Rodis quite a bit if she didn't have friends in town to worry about. She had at least installed a micro-coordinate transmitter before leaving the Coam Palace.

The new dwelling, despite the gloom of the architecture and the general desolation, seemed to Fai more homely than the government seat in Coam Gardens, even if it did not deserve its proud name of Monument of History. It was probably an old temple, built once in honor of Almighty Time. It was not a deity, but rather a symbol, worshiped by the non-religious Tormans of old.

The Temple of Time, consisted of six long buildings of large dark blue blocks. The houses stood parallel and were connected two meters above the ground by an open gallery, an indented balustrade of intertwined snakes. The facade of each of the six buildings rested on spindle-shaped columns of coarse cast iron. A desolate grove of stunted trees and bushes grew between the temple and a high red wall, along the crest of which “Purple" guards with funnel-shaped weapons on their chests walked from time to time.

The dry ground, warmed during the day, exhaled a dust-flavored heat at night.

There was nothing inside the building but volumes of books.

In the center of each hall stood tall slabs of gray and red grained stone, covered with intricate drawings of ancient inscriptions. Stone boxes were placed in front of the boards for the gifts brought.

The side annexes on the upper floors were built with cupboards and shelves full of books. Heaps of half-dead manuscripts, newspapers, reproductions or graphics were bought near the free walls between the windows. Such a spectacle was nothing new to Fai, as there were no specially built memorials or libraries on the planet Yan-Yakh. They contented themselves here with somehow adapted empty buildings from the old days.

They didn't even have real museums with extensive exhibits, specially constructed optical dioramas with special lighting, or protective equipment against dust and thermal changes.

In the upper floors, countless rooms and chambers of unknown purpose, narrow corridors, rickety balconies and attic spaces have been preserved.

As the "Snakeman" led Rodis to choose her abode, Tael, who constantly accompanied the Earthly "ruler", had only to whisper to her to insist on the fifth building from the gate.

The "Snakeman" was happy, he expected Fai to want to live near the entrance, but still, out of timid caution, he asked why she liked the fifth temple in particular.

"The building is more well-preserved than the others," Rodis answered without thinking, "and besides, there's a remarkable snake on the landing of the stairs."

"Really, Really!!' The "Snake" agreed.

Fai Rodis wasn't lying. The snake sculpture in the fifth temple was really different from the two types of sculpture practiced throughout the planet. They usually depicted the snake rising from wide coils in the menacing stance of an earth cobra.

Or he stood on the tip of his tail like an upturned feather, with his skull pointing to the sky. Both positions expressed anger and combat readiness.

In the fifth temple, an unknown sculptor created a giant cast iron snake in a pose of despair. The asymmetrical coils of his body were literally writhing in convulsions, the upper part of the skull was painfully twisted backwards, the jaws of the narrow mouth opened in a silent scream. The snake, like humans, felt its captivity and tried to escape it. The creator of the work unquestionably adopted the concept of the inferno here.

The apartment Fai was given was on a mezzanine level and consisted of two hastily cleaned small rooms, reeking of dust and old papers. Originally, she wanted to choose two relatively cozy square rooms, connected by a balcony facing the mountains. But again Tael found an opportune moment and advised her to lodge in two asymmetrical chambers near the front of the sharply curved roof. All Fain tops consisted of just the robot and a bag with spare batteries. The "Snake Carrier" ordered the “Purples" to set up the furniture. Before excusing himself, he stated that he would visit the Earthling commander from time to time and see how satisfied she was with the apartment and the service.

“The Great and Wise,” the “Snakeman” bowed after his custom, “commanded me to warn you that for security reasons you are not to leave the Memorial. Here the guards can easily fend off any attack. Danger lurks everywhere in the streets of the city, and the ruler” he bowed again. “is convinced that you will refuse personal protection.”

"I refuse!"

"The great Choyo Chagas foresaw everything! But I'm going now. Engineer Chonteelo Tollo Frael will remain here to assist you as before.”

The "Snakeman" gave the engineer a scornful nod and left.

The wooden floor and stairs creaked under his heavy steps. Then the old temple fell silent.

Tael, who had been standing silent until now with an absent look, suddenly came to life. Gesturing Rodis not to speak, he pulled out a notepad, sketched a few characters, and handed it to Fai.

It read: Can a nine-footed robot serve as a detector for electronic devices and chemical poisons? Fai nodded in agreement and turned on the robot. The nine-footer pulled out a flickering greenish lantern, the beam of which circled both rooms without changing the light. On the other hand, a black ball with a protractor immediately moved the feelers and targeted two places in the first room, and even four in the second. According to their information, Tael discovered six boxes of dark wood in the furniture, in the closet and in the window niche. Then, according to the engineer's instructions, Rodis penetrated each cabinet with a destructive ultrasound. The operation lasted several minutes. Tael let out a sigh of relief and asked Fai to engage the shielding field.

"Now we can talk freely," he said, settling down on the couch.

"Why so much caution?" Rodis smiled. “Let them listen and write.”

"No way!" cried the engineer solemnly. “You will understand everything right away. By choosing a lonely place for you, Chagas made his first big mistake. In very old temples, there are labyrinths of secret spaces that have been forgotten over time and are unknown to the rulers because astute researchers, historians and architects have managed to keep the secret for us, the Cvic. In two similar structures in the Mirror Tower in the Back Hemisphere and in the White Plaster Mine in the capital, psychological analysis dissectors and short memory inhibitors are currently being used... The Temple of Time here was only recently explored. A friend of mine, an architect for the restoration of old buildings, quite by chance managed to find the old plans. Here you are completely free. You can leave the Memorial at any time, right in front of the “Purples”, or meet whoever you want here."

“The second option is more important,” said Rodis happily, “it's a guarantee of safety for the people who visit me. I don't need to go to town now. They are watching me and I could get someone into trouble. But otherwise I can walk past the purple guards whenever I want.”

"Really?" cried Tael in amazement and reverence "How is that possible?".

"You'll see," Rodis promised. "But how do we view the plans?"

“Tomorrow I will bring the architect, but for now I will show you the underground passage. And then I have to leave, so as not to arouse suspicion that I am staying too long with you without witnesses... Let's go!” The engineer went to the back room, designated for the bedroom, knelt down by the strong wall, took hold of Fai's leg, and stood her with the toe against an imperceptible hole in the floor. He then nudged her heel slightly, forcing Rodis to press the secret shutter.

A powerful spring pushed aside the narrow and thick plate. The musty air of the underground blew in from the crack. The engineer stepped into the black passage and beckoned Fai to follow him. He lit a lantern behind the wall and pointed to a rusted lever that was turned to close the entrance.

"It is only possible to enter here, but we have to return by another way. Automation didn't exist back then, but it still wouldn't have survived so many centuries," said Tael.

They descended a narrow stone staircase deep in the wall, changed direction twice, and began to ascend again. On the last step there was a bent handle sticking out of the wall. Rodis squeezed it and squinted her eyes involuntarily against the light. She found herself in her bedroom, but from the other side.

Tael jumped up, caught hold of the end of the ledge above the window, and swung himself on it with all his weight. The passage in the wall closed.

“If anyone happened to turn the handle, the wall would remain closed anyway.” The Torman beamed like a boy who had discovered a treasure.

"Tomorrow at this time we will be waiting for you behind the wall. If there is any obstacle, give a signal with the robot’s ultrasound. They will bring you food from the Coam Palace. Don't eat anything here, we will feed you ourselves. I know you are not picky and I have no doubt that you will enjoy our diet quite a bit. But today you must fast.”

Fai just smiled.

"I will bid you farewell now," Tael said, taking Fai's hand and about to raise it to his lips. Ever since she had "gifted him with death", Rodis had allowed him this display of tenderness, sometimes kissing his forehead herself. But today she spread her hand slightly and said: "I will go with you."

"What? Why? What about the purple ones?”

Fai smiled again. She descended to the snake statue and stepped out onto an open walkway under a night sky with only a few stars.

The "Purples" greeted Tael with disdain, but did not notice Rodis.

At the main gate stood several “Purples" with the commander at the head. To do justice to the formality, the guard asked for Tael's card, but he did not see the Earthling who walked by.

Finally, Rodis and Tael went out into the square to the monument of Almighty Time. Fai had only glimpsed him before, and now she wanted to inspect him. Four tall lamps cast a deathly, mercury-colored light on the monument.

"But how do you get back?" Tael worried.

"Just the way I came."

"Mass hypnosis!" quipped the engineer. "In our country, they use it during general penance. Biologists have built a special apparatus in the form of a snake. It works on the basis of music, rhythmic movements and light hypnosis."

"Back on Earth, there are many people who have these abilities innately. They strengthen them with special training and then usually devote themselves to medicine. However, I did not become a doctor. But the talent, which remains useless for a historian, has now unexpectedly served me..."

Footsteps sounded in the distance. The engineer disappeared behind the plinth while Rodis walked around the ancient monument, trying to empathize with the thinking of the people of Yan-Yakh living thousands of years ago. Four gigantic male figures, each facing a different side of the world, were combined into one. To Almighty Time, Fai read the huge golden characters on the round pedestal. Facing the open space where the narrow streets emerging from the lower part of the city converged, a stone giant stood straddled with an impassive face without any expression. With both hands he grasped a broad shield, over the flaming edge of which curled a snake of the Torman variety with a skull flattened on either side. Huge poisonous teeth protruded from the open jaws. “Whoever violates the grave of Time will be bitten by an awakened snake,” the inscription proclaimed. Time had a different face from the right side. With a smile he covered the secret knowledge of evil, and under his outstretched arm passed a long line of expressionless people emerging from the footstool. With his back to the first giant stood the same giant with a grinning wide mouth and a flared nostril with a flattened nose. With a thick club studded with nails, he pounded the figures that wrapped around the third section of the pedestal. People cowered, covering their faces and heads from the wounds, falling to their knees and writhing, gaping mouths frozen in silent screams of agony. Where the club could not reach, the whole crowd was lost in the abyss, covered by a barely visible lattice.

The fourth side of the monument, facing the ocean, was indented with a path made of glass of the same color as the sculpture. The giant's last face was illuminated by a sad smile, full of consolation and a strange triumph. With gracious caution he bowed to the crowd of young men and women with strong and beautiful bodies. Everyone tried to reach the giant. His palm seemed to caress the forest with outstretched hands, and like a wide upturned cup it floated above the faces that looked up to him with hope and joy.

Quiet and focused, Rodis returned to her abode, cut off from the rest of the world, connected with Evisa with the help of a robot, and described how she settled in her new residence. Evisa connected her to Vir Norin as well, and Fai was reassured that her exile had no ill effects on the astronauts in the city.

Apparently, Choyo Chagas' dissatisfaction was directed only at her.

At the moment, Rodis had no one dearer than Chedi, Evisa and Vir, who were lost in the huge capital. Fai was most worried about Chedi. She lived among the most primitive and undisciplined sections of the population and could not foresee all the motives in the actions of such people. But Evisa assured her that Chedi was doing great and collected a lot of interesting observations. So Fai fell asleep peacefully in the new place over the constant creaking of wooden beams and floorboards. In the impenetrable darkness, only a tiny light shone from the robot, which would immediately trigger a pop1ach if an uninvited guest appeared or there was a change in the chemical composition of the air...

At the appointed time, Rodis dressed in Torman fashion in baggy pants, a blouse of smooth black fabric, and sturdy shoes. Instead of a lamp, she put on a headband that automatically lit up in the dark, and pressed the tip of her foot against a hole in the wall. Before entering the opening, she ordered the robot in the first room to automatically engage the field. Having thus secured her apartment, she closed the panel in the wall behind her.

Tael and the architect were waiting for her at the end of the first staircase.

The introduction began as usual with a long look and choppy, almost unintentionally uttered words. And it was no wonder that to the little timid architect, accustomed to the rudeness of the dignitaries and the rudeness of the surroundings, Fai, descending the stairs in the glow of the tiara, seemed like a goddess. Tael just smiled at the memory of his own shock when he first saw Rodis. A winding descent brought them into a corridor which surrounded a low-vaulted central hall with a circle of arcades. Stone benches were hidden in the spaces between the arcades.

Tael's friend led his companions to an archway where stood a brand new desk and a massive top hat with a twin fluorescent light.

He turned on the light. A strong reddish light illuminated the underground. The architect stepped back a little and introduced himself with a bow: "Gach Du-Den, or Gachden."

He blew up a blueprint of the underground in the Temple of Time, and Rodis was amazed at its dimensions. Two layers of underground passageways and corridors branched off in all directions and led out in six long arms beyond the borders of the garden and the red wall.

"This very corridor leads under the statue of Time," explained the architect, "but we left it closed because it's too busy a place. Corridor number five to the left of her is one of the most suitable. It ends in the old pavilion, where the high-voltage transformers are now, and we, Dzhi, have free access here. Even better, however, is number four, immersed in a rock wall on a slope rising to the mountains. On the promontory there stands the old Zeta Uga chemical laboratory. A vertical shaft descends from the basement below the laboratory, accessible to all who are initiated into the secrets of the temple. Other corridors open into open spaces and may be discovered if used frequently. But it's handy for a possible escape.”

“Zet Ug is one of the Council of Four?” Rodis asked. "I didn't know he was a scientist in chemistry."

"He's no scientist at all!" laughed the architect. "In our country, any institution, theater or factory can bear the names of the Great Ones, who have no relation to either science or art, simply nothing but power."

"It's customary," Tael confirmed apologetically.

“And can I receive visitors here in the hall?” Fai looked around the spacious underground.

"It occurs to me that they could easily surround us here in an attack. Let's go to the Shrine of the Three Steps, it's one floor down.”

The basement of the lower floor was more spacious. Furniture made of black wood or light cast iron, which was widely used on the planet when pure metals were scarce, has been preserved in many places.

Fine dust lay on the objects. A hard glassy layer covered the carefully smoothed walls. Beneath it were preserved frescoes, masterfully executed on a glossy black background in two of Tormans' favorite colors, bright red and canary yellow. The combination of colors had a gaudy effect, but at the same time gave the drawings a primordial wildness and strength. Involuntarily, Rodis slowed her pace and excitedly looked at the works of the ancient masters Yan-Yakh. Tael and Gachden paid no attention to the murals.

As far as Fai could tell, the frescoes depicted a man's progress to his death according to the inexorable passage of time.

On the right side of the gallery, life's feelings slowly grew from the carefree games of children to the age of experienced maturity and died out in old age, in an explosion of despair, followed by the sharp turning point of death. It was expressed by a vertical line that cut through everything that approached it. Beyond the marked border was only darkness. A cluster of people with bodies stunted or disfigured by disease was especially prominently depicted on the black background in front of the line. These people, deformed by age and illness, leaned, huddled together, on piled-up bodies, but as soon as someone touched the fateful line, heads, hands, bodies disappeared into the darkness as if immediately cut off ...

The wall on the left side was also black, but instead of frescoes, fabulously realistic bas-reliefs emerged from the glassy material.

Here, the artists depicted a sharp transition from a dreamy otherness to a youth characterized by the growth of sexual feelings. It's as if the whole world is focused on the rhythm of dancing young bodies, tossed in a crazy vortex of eroticism.

Red men and luminous yellow women intertwined in elaborate positions. Nevertheless, these scenes lacked the divine dignity of the erotic sculptures of ancient India and the demonic depth of tantric frescoes in Tibet or satanic paintings in Iran.

The mirror-like, shiny black did not cross the procession of figures only in the decline of life forces, but in the moment of the most violent ebullition of emotions. The concept of premature death was expressed here in contrast to the right side.

The idea of ​​a rapid succession of generations, with the selection of the most gifted individuals to ensure technical progress, apparently originated on Tormance a long time ago. The current population of the planet has only reaped the fruits of ideas sown thousands of years ago. The disaster of overpopulation eventually gave rise to philosophy.

The black gallery had expanded. Over the heads of the Earthling and her two guides floated monstrous masks, crudely and colorfully painted. The huge open mouth, twisted with scathing smiles, prized the sharp teeth in an inhuman way, the wonderfully alive eyes squinted maliciously. Beneath the hideously ghastly faces stretched a series of other masks of natural proportions of human faces, inscribed with hopelessness and melancholy. The mental breakdown was expressed so realistically that it gave Rodis an oppressive feeling she couldn't overcome.

Masks have always been indicators of psychological life difficulties that forced a person and society to hide their true face. The allegory here seemed simple to the extreme, but the masks did not compete with the frescoes in the black gallery in their grandiose intention and level of realization. Rodis told her opinion to the architect.

He really came to life and asked her to wait a moment.

Then he and Tael brought in a high bench and unhooked the monstrous masks, hollow, glued together from a light material.

The masks covered the frieze, stretching along the entire length of the hall, with magnificent sculptures of beautiful young people.

They had manly noble faces and their naked bodies showed neither shame nor animal sex like the figures from the black gallery.

“Why did they cover them with those sickening grimaces? And when?" Fai asked.

“At a time when a planetary power was established,” Gachden replied, “to destroy the last spiritual hold of man. Those who came here long ago observed the sculptures, thought about them and began to mentally resemble the people of the past, taking on their strength, wisdom and logic. They gained courage, dreams and will, qualities that rulers do not suffer from. That's why the friezes were covered with masks from the Centuries of Hunger and Murder... Tael, we'll put them back in place!”

"That is not necessary. Let those who come to us see not only hollow ghosts, but also the real life of Yan-Yakh."

The architect led them into a square hall, in the corners of which the masks convulsed into cynical laughter. Three wide steps rose against the wall opposite the entrance, and on each of them stood two rows of stone benches. There was a niche in the wall with a long table.

“Shrine of the Three Steps,” said the architect. “I suggest the meetings be held here.”

“The location is convenient,” Tael agreed, glancing at Rodis.

"You who know life on Yan-Yakh must decide that. I'm only interested in the shrine. Why Three Steps?”

"Do you think it's important?" asked the architect.

"Yes. I have a hunch, but I need proof. It is of vital importance to me to gain a deeper understanding of the past of spiritual life on your planet.”

"Good. I'll find out,” Gachden promised. "But I'm leaving now. I have to prepare the room and the guide.”

The architect disappeared into the darkness, not even lighting up a lamp. Following his example, Fai decided not to use her infrared locator either.

She told Tael about it, but he objected: "What does it matter if you go with the light or without the light, if you can make people miss you? I will certainly never learn to think like Earthlings. There is a stark difference between you and us,” Tael said bitterly.

"But not that important," smiled Rodis. "Come count steps and turns with me. Or do you have to leave too?”

"No. I want to introduce a signaling device to your rooms.”

They walked in silence for a while. Rodis helped the engineer fasten the thin wire.

"The Gray Angels want to meet you," Tael said.

“Angels! And gray on top of it all?”

“It's an ancient secret society. We thought they had ceased operations back in the Century of Prosperity. So far, however, they existed but did not act. Now, as they say, your dissector of psychological analysis is bringing them back to life. They say they have to meet with you.”

"The Shrine of the Three Steps and the Gray Angels," Fai said thoughtfully. "Strangely. Was it all here too?”

"So what?"

"I'll tell you later when Gachden gets word of the Three Steps and I see the Gray Angels."

Rodis spent the rest of the day thinking about how to proceed. For eighteen days now, her colleagues have been investigating everyday life in the Center of Wisdom. A little more time and their mission will be over.

Except Vir Norin and herself. It is not so easy for an astronavigator to learn about the intellectual flourishing of Torman society. And she, Rodis, still had to pull the strings between the divided layers of the population in Yan-Yakh. Among people deceived many times in the course of history, confused by the intrigues of political propaganda, tired of a boring and purposeless life. Without a goal, there can be no conscious struggle. Here the most meaningful words and alluring ideas have turned into empty incantations without any power. The road to the future has split into a thousand tiny footpaths. Neither of them inspire confidence. All the foundations of society and of simple human coexistence are completely destroyed here. Legality, faith, truth, justice, the dignity of man and his knowledge of nature, everything is destroyed by the domination of amoral, unscrupulous and uneducated people. 

The entire Yan-Yakh planet had turned into a huge incinerator. And lies everywhere. A lie had become the basis of consciousness and social relations on an unhappy planet.  If it was possible to show the inhabitants the right way, to break the distrust, then the astronauts could return home!

I order the take-off! How many days will it be necessary to wait for these magical words! How many more days must he spend in the mansard and underground before she can give the command to launch Grif Rift, who is growing impatient with the worry. In the coming days, she will again have a sad encounter with him on the screen.

Rodis needed one more nine-legged robot or at least a projector to install in the Shrine of the Three Steps.

As she drifted off to sleep, Fai sadly remembered her Mira as a living being left behind in the Gardens of Coam.

She got up with the first rays of the sun. As soon as she had finished her morning warm-up, a “Purple" appeared and announced that there was an arrival (the dignitaries never came or arrived, they just "arrived") a special plenipotentiary of the ruler Yan-Yakh. Rodis, a little surprised by such an early visit, saw the little fat man. Golden snakes on his chest and shoulders testified to the high dignity of the immediate assistant of the Council of Four.

The "Snake Carrier" communicated a greeting from Choyo Chagas. A visitor from Earth should not interpret her resettlement as exile or the ruler's disfavor. The Great and Wise decided that she felt lonely in the palace and that it would be more pleasant for her to be closer to her friends...

Rodis thanked her with a restrained smile, adding that she was as far away from the city here as she was in the palace.

The dignitary sighed with mock exasperation. Jan Gao Juar, he said, would make arrangements for her to receive protection that would not disturb her as she walked around the capital. Rodis expressed polite doubt. The "Snake Carrier" asked if she was being well taken care of by the people who were responsible for this. He talked nonsense for a while longer and stood up. His bored, dull face suddenly came to attention, sharp and clever eyes darting around. He leaned over to Rodis and asked her in a whisper if he could engage the anti-eavesdropping machine. Fai nodded, turned the robot's dial, stood in front of the chair, and pulled out the radiator plates.

The magnetic beam went around the corners of the room, the draperies and the furniture in case new appliances were installed there.

Calming down, the dignitary sat down in his chair again and with his gaze fixed on Rodis began to talk about the fact that people are dissatisfied with the government and with the current life. Some senior officials understand this and are willing to change today's management.

Especially when he himself holds the “Purples" in his hands, led by Jan Gao-Juar himself. If Fai Rodis had helped him, Choyo Chagas' government and the entire Council of Four would have collapsed.

“What do you think I should do about it?” Rodis asked.

"Quite a lot. Give us a few of your machines," he glanced sideways at the nine-legged robot, "and declare on television that you are on our side. We could arrange that.”

"And what happens after the government is overthrown?"

“You Earthlings will be able to move freely throughout the planet. Stay with us as long as you want and do as you please! When your second starship arrives, we won't restrict it in anything either.”

"That concerns us guests, but what will you do for the people of Yan-Yakh?"

The “Snake Carrier” scowled as if Fai had asked him a tactless question. He began to talk long-windedly and confusedly about injustices, mass executions, torture, about stupid dignitaries, about the wretchedness of all three members of the Council and the majority of the Supreme Assembly, who were chosen by Choyo Chagas exclusively from the most uneducated and cowardly people. But Fai kept coming back to the heart of the question, demanding that he specifically name the changes in the life of the planet that would occur after the removal of the Council of Four.

The “Snake Carrier” angrily bit his lip, drummed his fingers on the chair, and when he realized that he was not going to achieve anything with phrases, he began to calculate: "We will increase the number of entertainments. We will soon build many Houses of Love, Windows of Life and relaxation parks on the shores of the Equatorial Sea. We will allow sexual spectacles without restrictions, we will abolish men's responsibility for raising children at the earliest age... All this for both layers of society. But mainly for Dzhi. The ban on listening to space broadcasts needs to be lifted. I see no danger to the state in this. Transmissions are rarely intercepted and incomprehensible to humans...”

Rodis studied the dignitary in silence, trying to understand his train of thought, then slowly spoke: "You will abolish the law on premature death: no Dzhi or Kzhi will exist anymore. You will stop feeding the children substitute products. You will spend a hundred times more resources on education, better schools, on travel and a general increase in the standard of living. You will build more hospitals, canteens and residential houses. You will build museums. You will give the arts and sciences a different direction. We will help you change and improve the lives of people on the planet.”

“Oh, the whole problem is much more difficult. The planet is too poor after the Century of Hunger. Everything doesn't happen at once. Some of our facilities are required. And believe me, the Kzhi are happy in their own way, but...” He looked fixedly at Rodis and said solemnly: “Do you know that the historical process is like a pendulum that, when moving forward and backward, passes through two opposite peaks and there is a deep dip between them? With our victory, the pendulum will swing to the peak of economic intensity, and then...”

"But that's not true! The actual course of history is different. The pendulum is only an example invented by one-sided thinking people who did not know dialectics. It was created in times of mass suffering, when instead of a thorough rebuilding of the control system, only minor adjustments were made. After all, nothing will change if you apply the opposite doctrine to the previous one, choose a different tactic and adapt. Some time passes, everything collapses and causes a lot of misfortune. Your economists cannot foresee to defend themselves against the natural quantitative-qualitative pulsation of life. It is man's duty to remove the 'pendulum' of suffering."

"Let's not worry about the consequences that are not foreseeable! Will not the greater number of entertainments and diversions alone be a valuable asset to the people?”

"Of course it won't! Between the wretched life and the amusements, the contradiction will be all the more terrible, the stronger the illusion.”

"Does that mean you don't believe in us, that you don't consider a coup necessary?"

"I don't believe it. I only heard empty words here. You and your companions lack knowledge, you haven't developed a program and you don't have an overview of the situation. You do not know where to start and what to strive for, except for hierarchical movements in the highest strata of the population.”

The “Snake Carrier” stood up with a stony expression on his face. However, he controlled himself and declared that he had one more request that he hoped the Earthlings would not refuse.

“Tell our doctors about the means of prolonging life. How do you achieve your strength and beauty and why do you live twice as long as we do?”

"Why do you want to know it?"

"How come, why?" cried the dignitary.

"Everything must have a purpose and a purpose. A long life is needed by those who are mentally richer and can provide a lot to people. In the absence of such a reason, what is the point of a long life? There are millions of you indifferent parasites. You don't care about anything but yourself and your privileges, you don't know conscience, morals or obligations. You are shirking your most basic responsibilities while taking a hundred times more than any other member of society gets. Does not your head spin at the sight of the great chasm that lies between you and the rest of mankind?”

The “Snake Carrier” made an unintelligible noise, clenched his fists, stamped his foot, and suddenly headed for the exit.

"Stay!" The Earthling's unusually sharp, commanding tone pinned him in place. He obeyed and looked at her meekly.

In an imperceptibly quick movement, Rodis ran her hands over his clothes, found a heavy box in his breast pocket and took it to the nine-legged robot. A light click followed and all entries were erased. Then she returned the case to him. All the while the dignitary stood like a pillar of salt and only repeated aloud: "I don't remember anything, I don't remember anything at all."

Without feeling that, even in his head, the memory of the previous conversation was fading. With her innate abilities, Fai Rodis didn't even need a short memory inhibitor. 

He walked slowly to the door, bowed and disappeared. Rodis turned off the sound curtain and at that moment the call signal sounded. An image of Evisa appeared. She was agitated, which made her all the more charming.

"Chedi was seriously injured. Her bones are shattered. She is at my hospital.”

Evisa had calculated the drugs and tools she needed from the Dark Flame and informed Fai that she and Vir Norin would visit the mayor of the city immediately to inform him that an automatic discoid would be sent from the starship and to agree on a landing spot.

"Is Chedi conscious?"

"Sleeping."

"I'll come."

Rodis signaled with the edge of her palm that she was ending the conversation and switched the robot to the starship beacon.

Vir Norin and Evisa came to a large house on a hill, not far from the central hospital. Hundreds of people were running along the long, dark corridors, where many massive doors opened. The almighty cards made an impression. Both Earthlings were immediately led to the mayor, while the ranks of Dzhi and Kzhi from the capital always had to wait several months before they got to at least one of his secretaries.

A huge room with a huge table emphasized the importance of a massive well-groomed and immensely influential dignitary, sitting on the throne in a deep chair. With visible effort, he got up, bowed, silently motioned Vír and Evisa to the seats in front of the table, and sat down again heavily in their original place.

Vir Norin made a plea in a few words. There was a long silence. The dignitary leafed through some papers in front of him, looked up, and the Earthlings saw the familiar haughtiness that was common to all "Snake Bearers".

“This case is special. No one has yet flown automatic machines over the city. I can't allow it.”

"Such rush shipments have been practiced on Earth for a thousand years. It's completely safe," Vír Norin assured him.

"But what if something suddenly breaks down? And the disc falls in a place where important personalities live...”

"Understand that this cannot happen!"

"Anyway, there is nothing similar in the regulations. The Council of Four must be consulted!”

"Then ask! This is human life!”

“Even if I dared to use a direct connection to file a report, you still can't get permission immediately. And besides, I am convinced that the decision will not be positive.”

Evisa jumped up and her eyes sparkled. Vir Norin also stood up.

They looked at each other and suddenly both laughed.

“Is it true that the leaders are here to make responsible decisions?” Evisa asked softly.

"Of course!"

"There is nothing in the law that prevents automatic delivery. But also nothing to forbid it, is that right?”

The “Snake Carrier” looked a little distracted, but quickly recovered.

"The laws did not allow for such a thing, and therefore it is not allowed."

"You are supposed to deal with unforeseen circumstances, why else would you be here?"

"I am here to defend the interests of the state," said the “Snake” haughtily.

Vír Norin put a hand on Evisa's shoulder.

"Let's not waste time. After all, it's just a robot with a very limited program. A fairly ordinary audio speaker would be sufficient for its function.”

The “Snake Carrier” rose menacingly. The astronavigator held out his hand to him with raised palm: "Stay in your place! Sleep! Forget it!” The dignitary fell into his chair, closed his eyes and bowed his head to one side. Evisa and Vír came out of the cabinet and told the two secretaries that the mayor was talking to the Council of Four. The sacred fear on the women's faces guaranteed that the mayor would sleep well.

"The pilotless diskolette will land without any decrees,” Vir Norin decided. “Tael will find a place. The truck will hold as much as you can fit from the starship, plus Tael's stuff! But go now quickly to the nine-footer! Fai made arrangements with Rift and Tael is already with her.”

Tael and his friends installed a guidance beacon in a withered garden about a kilometer from the central hospital. The disc robot covered the distance from star flight to the Center of Wisdom in seventeen minutes. Evisa and Vír took what they needed and rushed to the hospital. Tael's group began unloading the sent materials and equipment. Grif Rift promised to send one more disc that night and instructed Tael on how to handle the automaton. The Tormans could hide the robot in a safe place or sink it into the ocean.

Chedi was transported to the hospital unconscious. First, they put her in a crowded hallway that had built-in beds. The doctor on duty didn't believe the report of the 'purples', unfortunately the lowest rank, and just laughed out loud when they assured him that the girl had flown in from Earth. It seemed too incredible. She appeared at night, in ordinary Kzhi clothes, and to top it all, injured in a street fight. The last doubts that overtook the doctor as he examined her amazingly perfect body disappeared as soon as Chedi uttered a few words in the gloom in the pure language of Yan-Yakh, with a clear accent of people from the Back Hemisphere.

The doctor recognized the injuries as mortal. He felt that he was unable to save the girl. It wasn't worth bothering her unnecessarily and waking her up from her merciful shock. The surgeon waved his hand, unaware that at the same time a member of the "ruler's eye" was giving orders to find Evisa at all costs.

A strong will helped Chedi emerge from the red sea of ​​pain and weakness that flooded her consciousness. She lay naked on a narrow iron bed, covered with a yellow cloth in the sharp glow of an unshaded lamp. The same lighting fixtures, the brightness of which was eye-searing, were used on Tormance in all service rooms and in the Kzhi apartments. Here in the hospital, the harsh light was unbearable, but none of the patients, moaning and delirious in neighboring beds, paid any attention to it. Neither nurses nor doctors visited the sick at night. The people spent the long Torman night alone with their suffering. They were too weak to stand up or talk to each other.

Chedi understood that she would die, left to her own devices.

Despite the excruciating pain and whirling in her brain, she rose a little, lowered her legs from the bed, and passed out again. A sharp stab brought her to consciousness. She opened her eyes and directly above her saw Evisa's face burning with anger.

Accompanied by a doctor who was shaking with fear because of his mistake, Chedi was taken to a free operating room. Convinced that the immediate danger had passed, Evisa teamed up with Rodis and Vir Norin.

Other matters, including a fruitless interview with the "Snake Bearer", took more than two hours. Chedi was still sleeping in the operating room. When Evisa rushed in like the wind, a bag with the necessary preparations on her shoulders, all the medical staff of the hospital were already together. A minute later, Vir Norin came running, weighed down by two tightly rolled bales. The chief surgeon paced nervously in front of the operating theater door.

He ran from his study, where Zet Ug, Gen Shi, appeared alternately on the big screen, demanding news about the Earthling. After Tael's warning, Evisa said nothing about starship help. At the hospital, they thought she ran either home or to her colleague to get medicine.

During the disinfection, Evisa was able to rest and without delay began the operation. The Torman surgeons saw the strange technique of the Earth doctor. Evisa boldly separated all the affected areas with longitudinal incisions, taking care not to damage the finest nerve fibers or lymphatic vessels. She connected the broken bones, including small fragments, with special red clamps, isolated the main vascular trunks, cut them and connected them to a small pulsating machine.

Then she saturated the entire surgical field five times in a row with a solution for accelerated regeneration of bones, muscles and nerves. She closed the individual cuts with black staples. Then a second device came into play, which massaged the edges of the wounds and at the same time rubbed a thick liquid into the tissue to regenerate the skin.

Evisa immediately woke up the patient and gave her a large amount of a milk-like emulsion to drink. Vir Norin, dressed as a nurse, lifted Chedi extremely carefully from the operating table. At that moment, the Earthlings did not care about observing Tormentian customs, because they did not trust the sterility of their sheets. The astronavigator carried a completely naked Chedi in his arms to the small room they had prepared for her. There he laid her on a bed made of a strange silvery glowing fabric and covered her with a pre-made transparent cover on a light structure.

Chedi's grey-blue nine-legged friend was already standing next to the bed.

They connected to it a multi-cylinder device with a system of tubes, the ends of which were inserted into the hatch. Evisa Tanet stretched out on a small hard couch, leaning lightly on her left arm and her right arm bent at the nape of her neck. Sometimes she looked at the head of the bed at the column of indicators with leads attached to Chedi's temples, neck, chest and wrists.

Vir Norin looked appreciatively at his colleague, tightened her elbow beneath her thick curls, and headed for the door. He walked carefully, as the floor was still wet from the disinfection.

The astronavigator hadn't even left the huge hospital building when a figure in a crumpled and washed-out yellow coat like those lent to visitors stepped into the room with a sleeping Chedi and a half-awake Evisa. Her face was puffy. 

Evisa jumped up and threw herself around the visitor's neck.

"Rodis!"

"I've come to replace you," and Fai ran her fingers over Evisa's sunken face.

Evisa squinted like a child when soap gets in his eyes and shook her head decisively. "Not now. As soon as the nervous tension passes, I will be calm again.”

"I'll calm you down! Lie down.”

"It's been so long since I've talked to you, not even over the nine-footer. Did they let you leave for too long?”

Fai let out a ringing, carefree laugh like a girl.

“No one allowed me to do anything, just like the discoid landing. If I started asking for leave, they wouldn't even decide such a big issue until tomorrow. But I will stay here with you as long as it takes.”

"What about this masquerade of yours?"

"This is the work of Tael and his friends."

Over her black Torman suit, Fai pulled on the pearly silvery, cobweb-thin nurse's cloak worn on Earth.

"Where's your robot, Rodis?"

"I turned it off. They will bring him to the hospital entrance at night and I will summon him here. Now lie down and I'll take a little walk around the room to calm myself from another excitement. I haven't felt as much pleasure from a long walk as I did today. I seem to live in a tight space and discomfort for an eternity. First on star flight, where it's natural, and now on Tormance unnecessarily and forced.”

"Chedi couldn't get used to such a life either. Her long walks were useful for familiarizing the Tormans, but ended in disaster.”

"Why did they attack her?"

"She couldn't say anything yet. The attacker committed suicide at the scene. I doubt that Chedi even know about it.”

Fai thought and said: "Now, enough debates!"

She began to run her fingers over Evisa's body, always applying pressure at certain points and saying melodious words slowly and rhythmically. Not even a few minutes passed and the doctor was sleeping carefree like a child. Small wrinkles appeared only in the corners of her lips, but they soon disappeared as well. Then Rodis bent her body backwards in a kneeling position until her head touched the ground to straighten her spine. Her companions were at an age when sound sleep quickly restores strength. Fai looked at them both fondly and was happy. They both did what they could to research Tormance, and it's only natural that they couldn't change life here. Now she will return to the Dark Flame. It's not worth risking their lives any longer for the scraps they could still contribute to such a huge task as the reversal of history on Tormance. The sociologist Chedi and the doctor of the interstellar expedition Evisa will visit various places in space in the future, give their children to Earth, and live a long, interesting life. The deep humiliation of man on this planet, the hardships experienced by the astronauts, as well as the pity and compassion for their fellow brothers, would fade, fade, and finally stop worrying them when they were back on Earth...

The door slowly opened, a robot entered and stood at Fai's feet. She removed the heavy white drum from its flap, placed it on the window with some effort, and screwed the dark blue cone onto the special protrusion of the upper edge. Among Evisa's gear she found a tall goblet, so transparent it was almost invisible. She turned the cone and filled the container with an equally clear liquid. She carefully moved her lips to hers and her face lit up with satisfaction. After the impure, mineralized water of the capital city, reeking of iron pipes and cheap bactericide, the taste of earth's water was wonderfully pleasant. Neja Cholli didn't forget to send canned Earth food from the starship either.

Fai started preparing food for Chedi and Evisa.

A pale and sweaty head doctor hastily entered the room.

"I had no idea I had an Earthling ruler here,” he said, and bowed to Rodis. “You don't have enough space or comfort here. But we will arrange that later, now come with me to my study. They are calling you from the Gardens of Coam. It seems," the head doctor's face took on a pious expression, "that the Great and Wise himself wants to speak with you..."

Fai stood in front of the two-way connection screen, on which the familiar figure of the ruler appeared after a moment. Choyo Chagas was gloomy. He made a measured gesture towards the doctor, and he rushed out of the study with a deep bow.

Chagas glanced over Fain's silvery cloak, beneath which shone the dress of an ordinary woman from Yan-Yakh.

“Less spectacular than your previous suits. But this way you seem closer, you look like my... subject,” he said after a short pause. "However, I was surprised to hear you were here."

"If it wasn't for the disaster with Chedi, I wouldn't have left the Memorial. There is some very interesting material there, and you were wise to send me there.”

Choyo Chagas softened a little.

“I hope you are convinced how dangerous it is to associate with our wild and wicked people? It's a wonder the fourth of our guests didn't perish.”

Fai Rodis was tempted to ask if the people of Yan-Yakh were to blame for this state, but teasing the ruler was not in her plans.

"What are you going to do now?" asked Choyo Chagas.

"As soon as the condition of our sociologist improves, I will send her and the doctor on starship. Now it is a matter of a few days.”

"And then?"

“I will return to the History Monument. I will finish my work on the manuscripts. Our astronaut will continue to explore the scientific world of the capital. About twenty more days, and we shall bid you farewell.”

"What about the second starship?"

“It must be close. But we will not abuse your hospitality. Probably won't land. It will remain in orbit until we depart.”

The ruler, it seemed to Fai, was pleased.

"Good. They will take the best care of you here.”

"You do not have to worry. Instead, give the order that a meeting be arranged without delay either with you or with younger rulers. Otherwise, it will be difficult for us to discern where your will ends and the cowardice and fear of dignitaries begins.”

Choyo Chagas nodded graciously, stared at Rodis in silence for a while, and then suddenly, wordlessly, disappeared from the screen. Fai returned to Chedi, who was already sitting in cushions and without a cover.

Both the patient and Evisa enjoyed the Earthly water and food with pleasure and squinted their eyes adorably.

"I would never have thought that canned food from our planet was actually that good," said Chedi.

"After the Tormance experience," Rodis replied, running a hand through the girl's thick hair, which had returned to its natural ash-gold color. Also, the eyes, free of contact lenses, shone their former blue.

"I wonder," Chedi raised herself on her elbow, but Evisa immediately put her back in her original place, "how can they poison themselves and their children with such counterfeit food?"

"I am convinced that not a single local laboratory will be willing to analyze the composition of food products in order to avoid its harmfulness," said Evisa. “We should take the samples with us to Earth.

“Great idea,” agreed Rodis. "We'll start today with the hospital."

Then she massaged Chedi's shoulder for a long time and unhurriedly the scars of healed cuts with traces of black staples that had been absorbed. Chedi claimed that she was already completely healthy, but Rodis and Evisa were afraid of the consequences of internal injuries. They brought her some entertaining books in a small cart. The girl began devouring one after the other with a speed unfathomable to Tormans, but quite common among Earthlings who could perceive entire pages in a single moment.

By the time Evisa returned, a mountain of books had grown around Chedi's bed.

"Why are they so interesting?" asked the doctor.

"I kept trying to find something worthwhile. I didn't want to believe that in a technologically advanced civilization, nonsense could be written, similar to the Earthly literature of the Disunity era. As if there were no mental problems, worries, illnesses, misfortunes. Writers here have learned nimbly to entertain and distract people by repeating the same thing hundreds of times. They also write for television and praise their happy life under the wise leadership of Choyo Chagas, who is said to have rid them of their disgusting past. On Tormance, history begins with the establishment of the planetary government of the oligarchic theorist, the great Ino-Kau. One gets the impression that the books are written for children with psychological or learning disabilities. All are new, hardly read. Some older editions would have to be requested.”

Evisa went to the library, rummaged around there for a long time, talked to the librarian and came back stunned.

“When Choyo Chagas became ruler,” she said, “all previous books were removed from all libraries on the planet under pain of severe punishment. They tied them in nets, weighed them down with stones and sank them into the sea. The individual originals were transferred to special warehouses, where no one is allowed to read them or make copies. The prohibition applies to everyone, except for persons who have special authorization.”

"What a crime against mankind!" remarked Rodis harshly.

"Oh, you don't know everything yet," said Chedi. “There is a terrible filtration system here. In every House of Interests, the ruler's eyes sit during television and radio broadcasts. They have the right to interrupt any show, shut down the entire network, if someone tries to broadcast something unauthorized. They can kill a person for singing forbidden songs. The 'ruler's eyes' have a list of what can and cannot be played... And so it is with everything. How sorry I am for those poor people!” Chedi's voice failed.

Fai and Evisa exchanged glances, the expedition leader sat down at the head of the patient, began to sing softly, while gliding her fingertips over Chedi's forehead and cheeks.

Blue eyes, shiny with unshed tears, closed. Another minute, and the girl fell into a deep, peaceful sleep.

"And now I'll show you around the hospital," suggested Evisa. "It's late, the doctors have left. I brought you a clean cloak.”

Fai put on a yellow dress and a cap, and the two Earthlings entered the brightly lit corridor of crowded beds.

They could never forget those four nights, spent voluntarily making rounds in the surgical department of the capital's central hospital. Rodis made discovery after discovery. Sufferers were almost never given painkillers. Very effective means such as hypnotic massage or autosuggestion were not used at all. Doctors did not pay attention to longing, anxiety or fear of death, and the unpleasant pain of fractures was considered inevitable.

The hospital was dominated by women, more resilient than men. They lay there for months. It was explained to the astronauts that the doctors here are trying to save the mothers and wives of the Dzhi because the men suffer from depression without them, and then they bribe the officials to let them into the Temples of Sweet Death, which means the state loses the necessary experts. The undignified departure from life in overcrowded hospitals was a natural dialectical paradox on a planet where death was imposed on most people as a duty to the state. The more desperate Dzhi clung to life. Fai smiled as she remembered her infernal trials. Here on Tormance, she descended into much lower circles of inferno.

And Evisa already mentally agreed with the young leader of the six Kzhi. They really died healthy, they knew nothing of the miserable struggle for life in dirt and pain.

Rodis moved from bed to bed, perched on the edge, numbing pain with hypnosis, teaching patients how to induce sleep or distract themselves with imagination. Evisa, who did not command such psychic power, performed healing nerve massages. When they returned to Chedi's room exhausted in the morning, they fell on their beds and immediately fell asleep from fatigue and nervous exhaustion.

Word about the extraordinary woman immediately spread throughout the hospital. Now, prayers and outstretched hands were clinging to Fai Rodis as a goddess from all sides. The surrounding sadness weighed heavily on her, crushing her, depriving her of her initial inner freedom. For the first time, Rodis understood how far she still had from true mental perfection. Realizing the futility of her own strength in the ocean of sorrow, regret arose in her and diverted her from the main goal.

After spending four days in the hospital, Rodis walked again on the creaking floors in the Temple of Time, accompanied by her two companions and all three robots. Two of them carried the still weak Chedi in a flexible hammock, suspended from two support poles. An extremely happy Tael greeted them at the gate, and even the guard, chosen this time from specially trained people, squinted at the sight of Chedi's blue eyes, which looked at everything around with the enthusiasm of convalescence.

However, the girl's joy did not last long. She was heartbroken when she found out she was supposed to return to the starship, and Fai had to go to great lengths to convince her that it was necessary.

Evisa asked to stay in town in case Fai or Vir got sick.

"My health is excellent," Rodis countered, "and I can heal by suggestion better than any of you."

"But what about Vir?"

"He, it seems to me, is sick, but in such a way that he does not need a doctor, even if she was from an interstellar expedition..."

"Possible? Our experienced astronaut? You must be kidding!"

"I would like to."

"But that's nonsense! And you are so calm!”

"It is not more insane than Chedi's life among the Kzhi, than your work in the hospital, than all the ideas that forced us to force our way into the existence of this inhospitable, troubled planet."

“Rodis, are you up to something dangerous? I will not leave you!”

“You will leave!” Rodis pulled Evisa close, her raven hair blending with the young doctor's dark red locks.

All three women made the walk underground to the Shrine of the Three Steps.

"We'll leave your robot here," Rodis turned to Evisa. "Its grey-green color with a silvery tint harmonizes very well with black tables and benches."

"And what will happen to mine?" asked Chedi, who was very fond of her gray-blue robot.

"You will give your machine to Tael and teach him how to handle it."

"And the green light on the life panel will then belong to him?"

"Yes. I'll take Evisa's signaling bracelet, but I'll turn off its direct connection to the Dark Flame once you're safe behind the walls of the starship.”

"Behind the walls of the starship...," repeated Evisa. “Maybe it's a shame for a scientist, but I'll be happy. How much better it is to live in a spaceship and from there make trips to a foreign world, than to be torn away from the Dark Flame like you and carried by the current of a strange life, in which everyone seems to have agreed to harm themselves and others, to cause trouble and misery everywhere, even where there is no cause for unhappiness.”

Both Rodis and Norin escorted the young women to the cumbersome, dusty and rickety wagon.

Chedi hugged Rodis tightly, kissed the astronavigator, then knelt down and stroked her nine-legged robot.

The pair of Earthlings and a Torman engineer stood on the balcony of the fifth temple. The car went along the winding upper road, and a column of dust hung over the town for a long time. Tael had already learned to read the moods of his supposedly unexciting Earth friends. As he gazed at the calm faces staring into the distance, the Torman decided to distract Norin and Rodis from their thoughts.

“I have not yet thanked you for the precious gift,” he said, pointing to the nine-legged creature.

"We don't thank you for gifts here. The greatest joy of an Earthly person is to give gifts to others. We have to thank you," said Rodis.

Tael, for some unknown reason, became embarrassed and turned the conversation to another topic: "My curiosity is always aroused by the number of robot legs. Why nine, why an odd number, and not bilateral symmetry, two, four, six, eight, ten...?”

"The problem is not that simple. Higher than bilateral symmetry stands the triad. Helicoidal evenness is superior to the two-sided balance of opposites, usually used on Earth and corresponding to the surface structure of the surrounding world. Odd numbers were created by nature. The numbers five, seven, nine are particularly beneficial in overcoming contradictions in binary systems and I show great resilience in a bilaterally contradictory world; therefore, they give the possibility to get over insurmountable obstacles. An odd number greater than one is a way out of the infernal struggle of opposites, it is a way to avoid the dialectical cooing of right-left, or up-down. In nature, they are multi-axis phase systems or, for example, three-phase current. Oddity as a property was observed already in deep ancient times. Three, five, seven and nine were considered lucky and magical numbers. But we apply the method of oblique or helicoid cuts to balanced systems of opposing forces."

Tael nodded his head.

“All I have come to understand is the existence of mechanisms that work on more complex principles than internal opposites. And these mechanisms are, so to speak, superior to the forces of the dialectically ordered world. They are more powerful!”

"If you want, then yes. In normal life on Earth, we don't need a nine-legged person. Companion robots travel with us only on difficult expeditions to unknown, distant worlds. Then they are irreplaceable.”

"And in a poorly ordered world, they're indispensable too,” Tael added.

A shadow of concern flashed across Vir Norin's face, and the Earthling looked like a Torman at that moment.

"Do you need to go Vir?" Rodis said, wrapping her arms around his neck and looking into his eyes. "We are waiting for you! Is something bothering you?”

“Yes. An unforeseen event has taken place and that caused my uneasiness.”

“On Tormance, where nothing comes true? What is it, Vir?”

"I don't know. I have to make myself clear, but the days fly by...”

"Yes, time is so short, Vir, my dear...," Fai's voice softened with tenderness.

The astronavigator ran down the stairs and flew past the revealed guards. Fai leaned her fingertips on the balcony railing and stood deep in thought. So, Tael left without saying goodbye and took the nine-legged creature underground.

For a long time, Rodis did not take her eyes off the bare mountain range in the distance, shrouded in a red haze. The disaster in the city of Kin-Nan-Te has not yet passed, the complications with the Chedi have just ended, and something else is coming. But Rodis doesn't know the way to a solution this time. What awaits Vir and his sweetheart, apart from mutual sacrifices? And why does it affect Vir Norin, a man with such a clear mind and encyclopedic knowledge, who has crossed the Galaxy in more than one direction on spaceships? Although according to the law of sudden reversals, perhaps it is natural in the face of insurmountable obstacles? Fai snapped out of her thoughts and headed to her rooms. She didn't even notice that it was dusk in the meantime.

Already in front of the first door, Rodis sensed the presence of someone who was already familiar to her senses.. When she left before, she didn't put the robot on standby, and now she turned it on without turning on the light. The bracelet on his wrist made an almost inaudible sound, signaling that the air composition in the room had changed. The nine-legged machine lit up a small pink eye.

Fai saw the bedroom door firmly shut. Someone was lurking in the room, the door wasn't closed for a reason.

Rodis opened it and an almost undetectable scent entered her nostrils. She was so weak that Fai might not even have felt her if she hadn't been alert earlier. At that moment, something paralyzing hit her consciousness like a sharp blow to the head. A dark force like a steel spring began to expand within her. Rodis felt a wild urge to howl, laugh and roll on the ground. It was only through sheer will that she coped with the first onslaught of poison. Stepping back to the robot, she pulled out the biofilters and placed them in her nose. Now she could think again. Still with a clouded mind, she searched for preparation T-9/32, a universal antidote for thalamus irritants.

Even though Rodis was not a doctor, she recognized that there was a substance diffused in the room that dampened consciousness and released the basal reflexes of the thalamic group and the gray lobe of the brain.

The antidote helped.

As soon as Rodis regained her former clear thinking and vision, she ordered the nine-footed to illuminate the room. Then with a sudden jerk she pushed aside the heavy door in the window niche.

There, crouched like a cat, Er Vo-Bia hid. A translucent mask with a tiny gas balloon under her jaw covered the face of the beautiful woman, who jumped quickly towards Rodis.

Deep-set eyes looked at Fai with anticipation and wonder, as if questioning why the astronaut was no longer writhing on the floor. Choyo Chagas's concubine was holding in her hand a complex camera, the kind used for filming on Tormance.

Er Vo-Bia reached with her free hand to the wide belt where she apparently hid the weapon.

"Stop!" Rodis ordered her. "Tell me why you did it!"

The woman stiffened and swayed her slender body as if she wanted to transform into the snake so popular on the planet.

“I wanted,” she said through gritted teeth, “to reveal your true self, to show you in your true form. If you were lying here, tortured by animal lust, I would film you and show the film to the ruler. He thinks too highly of you, he takes you too seriously. So that he can see what you are!”

Fai looked at the beautiful face, twisted with anger. The union of a primitive soul with a perfect body has always amazed people with a sense of beauty, and Rodis was no exception.

“On Earth,” she said at last, “we believe that every undignified action must be immediately counterbalanced by counteraction. Put down the mask!”

Even a respirator could not hide the animalistic horror of the Torman woman. But she was forced to submit to an insurmountable will.

In a moment, Er Vo-Bia was lying on the ground, her head twisted, her eyes closed and her teeth bared. She experienced what Rodis wanted to prepare.

And suddenly she started shouting: “Jangar, Jangar! I want you! Even more than before! Fast! Jangar!” In response to her call, the door flew open in an instant, and the “Purple” chief himself stood in the doorway.

He was waiting here somewhere, Fai concluded.

Realizing that their intentions and secrets were being betrayed, Jangar drew his weapon. But even if he was the most agile shooter, he could not compete with Fai in the speed of reaction. All she had to do was activate the protective field. Both bullets fired at her stomach and head ricocheted and hit Jangar. One to the bridge of the nose, the other between the collarbones. His gaze fixed on Rodis slowly faded, his face covered in blood. He flipped over, slid down the wall, and then collapsed on his side two meters from his lover.

The shots rang out throughout the temple. It was necessary to act without delay. Rodis pulled Er Vo-Bia into the bedroom, closed the door and opened both windows wide. Then she opened the Torman's clenched teeth and poured medicine into her mouth. The convulsive movements stopped. After a while, Er Vo-Bia opened her eyes and got up groggily.

"It seems... I...," she blurted out hoarsely.

"Yes. You went through everything you tried to inflict on me.”

The malice on the girl's face was suddenly replaced by fear, obvious, pathetic fear.

"What about the camera? What Jangar?”

"Over there," Rodis pointed to the door to the next room.

"Jangar is dead."

"Who killed him? You?” Fai shook her head: "He killed himself. With their own bullets.”

"So you know everything?"

“If you mean your affair with Jangar, then yes!” Er Vo-Bia fell at Rodis' feet.

“Have mercy! The ruler will not forgive me, he will not bear such humiliation.”

"I understand. People like him don't tolerate rivals.”

“His revenge will be terrible. And the purple brutes know how to torture terribly.”

“Like your Jangar?” The beautiful Torman hung her head, silently pleading for mercy.

Rodis went into the next room and returned in a moment with the camera.

"Give me the rest of the poison," she said, holding out her hand.

Er Vo-Bia shivered and quickly handed Fai a tiny atomizer.

“Now leave. Through the first window to the gallery and crouch behind the balustrade. When you come to the side staircase at the back, you go down to the garden. I hope you have the ruler's card with you?”

Er Vo-Bia stood silently in front of Rodis, stunned.

"And don't worry. No one on the planet will know your secret.”

The Torman woman stood still, trying to say something, but couldn't. Fai gently touched her fingers.

“Run! Don't stand here! I have to go too.” Fai turned, heard a strange sob behind her, and walked out of the room. In the first room, the guards, led by an officer, stood in front of the protective field. Jangar's body lay in the corner.

After speaking with Rodis in the hospital, the ruler of the planet apparently gave orders that he should always be connected to her without delay, because he immediately appeared on the nine-footer's improvised screen. The guards fled in an instant.

Rodis said Jangar shot at her. Choyo Chagas already knew enough about the effect of the protective screens to understand what followed. After all, the ruler was not at all saddened by the death of the chief of his personal guard. On the contrary, he seemed rather satisfied.

Rodis didn't have time to think about such complicated relationships. She feared that she would have to leave the temple after Jangar's downfall.

The ruler suggested that she would move back to the palace for safety, but Fai politely declined. She made excuses for the unstudied materials, buying picturesquely in the three rooms where Tael had prepared them.

"When will you finish your work?" Chagas asked cautiously.

"As agreed, in about three weeks."

"Oh yes! You must be my guest for a few days before my departure, so that I may make one more use of your knowledge!”

"You can tap into the knowledge of the entire Earth."

"You are still the same. But why...," the ruler thought, as if he couldn't find the right expression, "I'm drawn to you so much?"

"Probably because I'm the only one telling you the truth."

"If only that!" Choyo Chagas waved her goodbye and disappeared.

A few minutes later, the guards were frantically scrubbing the floor where Jangar's corpse had been lying a moment ago, casting superstitious fear at Rodis as she moved from room to room. She had to turn off the nine-footer, worried about the “Purples" being too curious. The guards disappeared. A gasping, half-dead Tael appeared in their place.

"My fault! My stupidity!” he cried, standing on the threshold.

Rodis calmly led him into the room and closed the door. Then she told him what happened. 

The Torman was slowly calming down.

“Now I'm going to go back underground. We will be waiting for you there. Don't forget that you have a large and important audience before you today!” Mischievous wrinkles flashed around the engineer's lips.

“You're making me tense,” Fai said with a smile.

Tael flinched as he felt her reading his mind.

He waved and ran off.

Fai locked the door and engaged the security device on the robot as usual, and descended into the underground.

Tael and Gachden and an unknown person with a sharply cut face and piercing light brown eyes were waiting for her in the Three Steps Sanctuary.

"Understood," Rodis said before the engineer and visiting architect introduced her. "Are you an artist?"

“It makes our task easier,” said Gachden, “if you understand that you are to become the symbol of Earth. Ri Bur-Tin, or Ritin, is a sculptor and wants to create your portrait at the request of many people. He is one of the best artists on the planet and he works unusually fast.”

"One of the worst," said the sculptor in an unexpectedly loud and cheerful voice. "At least according to the opinion of those who manage art at Yan-Yakh."

“Well then, begin, Ritin! Shall I stand, sit, or walk?” The sculptor stopped, sighed, and did not dare to answer.

Fai understood but didn't rush to help him. She looked at him sideways and waited. Ritin struggled to speak.

"You know, Earthlings... they're not only different in face, appearance, but also in their body, which is strange... it's definitely not light, but it doesn't seem heavy either. For all your strength and bulk, your bodies are flexible and mobile.”

"So you want me to stand for you without clothes?"

"If it will be possible! That's the only way I'll create a perfect portrait of an Earthling."

The Tormans didn't even have time to recover when Fai appeared even more distant and inaccessible in her proud nakedness.

The architect folded his hands reverently and looked at her. He remembered the figures of the heroes, covered by masks. They would appear bulkier in normal clothes. Rodis clothed, on the other hand, looked smaller and thinner, while the lines of her naked body were much more defined and contrasted than in the ancestral sculptures.

Tael stood frozen, staring at the floor. He even covered his eyes with his hands. He suddenly turned and disappeared into the darkness of the gallery.

“You wretch, he loves you!” snapped the painter, almost harshly, keeping his eyes on Fai.

"Lucky!" Gachden argued.

"Be careful! You too will be lost! But shut up!” Ritin said commandingly.

“Can you dance?” he turned to Rodis.

"Like every woman on Earth."

"Then dance something so that the whole body is in motion, every muscle!" The sculptor began sketching on sheets of gray paper at a frantic pace. There was silence for several minutes.

Then the artist hung his hands helplessly.

"Impossible. It's too fast! Your movements are as lightning fast as your thoughts. Just do the endings, I'll always give you a sign, and you'll freeze in the appropriate pose!”

So the work went better.

When the session ended, the sculptor began binding a bulky pile of sketches.

"We will continue tomorrow...! But let me sit here for a moment and wait. You will talk to the 'Angels' and I will catch you still sitting. I would never have thought that the people of a higher civilization would be so strong!”

“You are not alone in making such a mistake. Many of our ancestors believed that the man of the future would turn into a thin, fragile and tender being. In a translucent flower on a slender stem.”

"You got it exactly right, even with the same words!" exclaimed the sculptor.

"What would a man live on if he had to face life, fight with it, and at the same time rejoice in it? Let the machines do the work for you? What kind of life is this? In order to overcome the multitude of difficult tasks because only then can one live fully. We must be strong, especially our men. In order to understand the world in all its beauty and depth, we must command strong feelings. I saw a symbolic statue on the table of the Chairman of the Council of Four. It represented three monkeys, one of which was plugging its ears, another pressing its paws over its eyes, and the third covering its mouth. But in contrast to this symbol of secrecy and humble behavior, one is obliged to hear everything, see everything and, of course, speak."

“When you begin to interpret, each thing has its proper place,” said the sculptor, “but that does not make it any easier for me with your versatile personality. I will make the plastic designs as soon as I get the shape clear. A strange, unusually beautiful form, but not alien, that makes the work more difficult. Understand, I can't create something like that all at once!”

"Don't try to convince me, I understand everything. And I'll sit with you after everyone's gone. But before the Gray Angels show up, I need information about the Three Steps Shrine. Did you find out anything, Gachden?”

“The shrine was created at the time of the founding of the temple, when the religious cult of Time was in full bloom. Access to it was only given to those who passed the three stages of trials, i.e. the three steps of initiation."

"Then I was not mistaken, it is a faith that came to you from Earth. It teaches that merit can be achieved once and for all in life. The first is the so-called trial by fire, through which endurance, supreme courage, dignity, self-confidence are acquired. It symbolizes the process during which everything bad is burned in a person's soul. After the trial by fire, it is still possible to retreat and become a normal person. After two more, the way back is cut off. An initiate can no longer live an ordinary life.”

"And it was all just superstition?" Tael asked with a slight stutter, returning from the gallery.

"Not everything. We took over many things for psychological training. But the belief in a supreme being who watches over human destinies was a survival of primitive ideas about the world."

Eight people entered the underground, whose faces seemed cruel even to the sullen Tormans. Their dark blue cloaks were draped loosely over their shoulders.

The architect wanted to lead them to Rodis, but the man at the head of the group indiscriminately pushed Gachden away.

“You are the ruler of the aliens from Earth...? We've come to thank you for the devices we've dreamed of for millennia. We have been hiding and doing nothing for ages, but now we can return to the fight.”

Fai Rodis looked at the stony faces of the newcomers, which radiated will and reason. They wore no ornaments or insignia, and their clothing, with the exception of cloaks intended for night wanderings, did not differ in any way from the usual dress of the average Dzhi. Only on the thumb of the right hand each of them wore a wide platinum ring.

Fai invited the guests to sit down. She then pointed to the ring and asked the Angels' spokesperson, "Poison?"

The man raised his eyebrows just like Choyo Chagas, and his lips twitched barely perceptibly in a cruel smile.

"The last handshake of death for those upon whom our choice falls."

“Where does your company get its name from?” Rodis asked.

"Nobody knows. Tradition says nothing about it. We have been called that since our very foundation, that is, from the moment we appeared on the planet Yan-Yakh from the White Stars, or from Earth, as you claim.

"I knew that. Your company name has a deeper meaning and is much older than you think. In the Dark Centuries, a legend arose on Earth about a great battle between God and the Devil, between good and evil, heaven and hell. White angels fought by God's side, black ones stood by Satan. The whole world was divided by branches until Satan and his army were defeated and cast into hell. But there were also gray angels who remained independent, obeying no one, fighting on no one's side. Heaven rejected them, and Hell did not receive them. Since then, they have been forever between heaven and hell, that is, on Earth.”

The sullen visitors listened with shining eyes; they liked the legend. Rodis continued: "The name Gray Angels was adopted by a secret society that fought the Inquisition in the Dark Ages and spoke equally against the evil of the black servants of the Lord as against the indifference of the good whites. I believe you will become followers of your Earthly brothers.”

"That's great!" said the leader of the Gray Angels. "It will give us even more confidence."

“In what?” Fai asked unexpectedly sharply.

"That terror is necessary, the transition from isolated actions to the mass extermination of pests, which have recently increased unusually!"

"Evil cannot be destroyed mechanically. No one can immediately guess the reverse effect of the action. It is necessary to direct the struggle in such a way that from the clash of opposites there is a movement towards happiness, an ascent towards goodness. Otherwise you will lose the thread. You see for yourself that thousands of years have passed, but on your planet there is injustice, oppression as before, and billions of people live insignificantly short lives. You need a very specific purose to exterminate the pests, otherwise you will be fighting ghosts. We always keep in mind that action equals reaction and try to maintain a balance. Your blind attacks will only increase human suffering, deepen the inferno. Then, of course, you yourself should be destroyed.”

"So you consider us unnecessary?"

"More than that, as harmful, if you do not remove the main sources of evil, that is, if you do not deal the death blows of the oligarchy. However, this is only one step forward. And it will remain useless if you do not do the second and third. This place is not called the Sanctuary of the Three Steps for nothing.”

Fai paused and looked carefully at the Gray Angel leader.

“Go on,” he said quietly, “we came to listen to your advice. Believe that we have no other goal than to ease people's lot, to make our home planet happier."

"I trust you and I believe in you," Rodis replied. “But recognize that if the planet is ruled by lawlessness and you want to establish law, you must be as powerful as the personified lawlessness of the oligarchic state. The instability of an ill-ordered society lies essentially in the fact that such an establishment hovers on the brink of a deep infernal abyss and at the slightest shock falls down to centuries of Famine and Murder. It is quite similar to climbing a steep mountain, but instead of gravity, primitive human instincts are at work. In the same way, if you do not provide people with more dignity, knowledge and health, you will only transfer them from one kind of inferno to another, far worse, because every change in structure requires complementary forces. And where else to take them than among the people, at the price of diminishing their already doubtful well-being and multiplying their burden and misfortune.”

"Do you believe that the people of Yan-Yakh are deliberately kept at a low intellectual and moral level?" asked the leader.

"I think yes!"

"Then we will begin to act! No matter how hard the rulers and sycophants guard themselves, they will not be saved. We will poison the water they drink from special water supplies, we will infest the air in their homes with bacteria and radioactive poison, we will mix harmful, slow-acting substances into their food. For thousands of years they chose their guardians from among the most limited people. Now it can't be done anymore, even the Dzhi are penetrating their fortresses."

"Well, so what? When people don't understand your goals, they just replace one ruler with another. I say again that you would become oligarchs yourself, and you don't need that.”

"Definitely not!"

"So prepare a program that will be understandable to everyone, and above all, create fair laws. After all, laws are not meant to protect power, property or privileges, but rather to ensure the honor and dignity of every person and multiply their spiritual wealth. From there you begin the Three Steps to a true society where there would be law, true public opinion, and people's trust in you. Take those three steps and you will create a ladder to climb out of hell.”

"But that's not terror!"

"Of course not. That's a revolution. The Gray Angels, if well prepared, can keep criminals in fear with illegality. But without joint work, without a union of Dzhi and Kzhi, over time you will inevitably retreat from your former principles and become a stagnant, privileged handful of oligarchs, separated from other layers of the population. For a communist society, an establishment of a higher type, can only exist as a uniform stream that is constantly changing, moving forward, further and higher."

The leader of the Gray Angels raised his palms to his temples and bowed before Rodis.

"There's still a lot of thinking to be done here, but I can see the light," he said.

And Fai Rodis herself, despite the burden of duty and fear for the future of the Torman nation, became confident that the Earth expedition would be successful.

* * *

CHAPTER XII

The crystal window

* * *

Vir Norin checked himself in the mirror before walking out into the street. He tried not to distinguish himself from the inhabitants of the capital and even imitated them in his walking. People with great body structure and massive muscles were by no means rare on Tormance, especially professional athletes such as wrestlers, ball players or circus strongmen. However, the eyes of an experienced observer would probably have noticed Norin's difference by the speed with which he moved through the crowd.

Vir headed to the Institute of Medicine and Biology. Scientists at Yan-Yakh merged these two fields of natural sciences.

On the street, everything was subject to the rush of an endless stream of pedestrians, driven by the constant fear that they would be late either because of the inability to manage their time, or because of poorly functioning traffic or the poor organisation of the sales distribution network.

Vir Norin always rejoiced when he suddenly saw clear, dreamy eyes filled with tenderness or longing appeared among a crowd of tired and care-worn looking people. Thus, even without a dissector, he could distinguish straight and solid characters from trampled and bruised souls. He told Tael about it. The engineer objected that such a superficial observation was only suitable for the most general selection. At the same time, a person's psychological resistance, the depth and seriousness of his efforts and the experience of his past life will remain hidden. The astronavigator agreed with him, but still he hungrily searched the crowd of thousands of passers-by for these signs of real life.

The institute that had invited Vir was housed in a new building, spacious and bright. Everything indicated that comfortable work and easy operation were to be successfully combined here.

The protective windows let in a lot of light. Way too much, Vir thought, when they don't have shading devices or light filters. However, noise from the street penetrated through the thin walls, the ceilings were low and the ventilation was poor. After all, unbreathable air and cramped conditions were constant guides to life in the Center of Wisdom. The old buildings of the capital, built before the beginning of the housing crisis, at least had massive walls and high ceilings, which is why there was more peace and less heat in them.

The “Purple” guard jumped up sycophantically, barely catching a glimpse of the Council of Four card. The first deputy director came down from the upper floor and kindly escorted the Earthling around the institute.

On the second floor was the biophysics department. Here, the computers monitored instruments, working much like the reticular comparators on Earth. The astronavigator was ushered into a corridor lit by dim pink lamps, the left side of which was formed by a cast crystal clear glass window. It was several meters long and separated the corridor from the laboratory.

The huge hall was completely devoid of daylight. The low ceiling, supported by four square columns, would have resembled an exhausted ore mine on Earth, were it not for the strip of bluish fluorescent lights on the ceiling and the silvery gray decorations on the plain walls. The monotonous effect was the rows of identical tables and counters, over which men and women in yellow coats and caps bent in extreme concentration. However, Vir only noticed that people adopted these poses as soon as the deputy director appeared in the corridor. The Torman chuckled in satisfaction: "Everyting is cleverly thought out. As we administrative officers walk through, we can track every worker. There are a lot of lazy people, you have to push them!”

“Are there no other methods?” asked Vir Norin.

"This is the best and most humane."

"And that's how it looks in every lab?"

"Every time the institute is located in a new building. The old ones are equipped much worse and we leaders have it more difficult. During working hours, scientists talk about all kinds of nonsense and do not have spare time that belongs to the state. We need to check them more often.”

It was obvious that science at Yan-Yakh, like all other types of activity, had a coercive character. Knowledge, fragmented into tiny fragments, was of no more interest to people than any other work in which one could see no meaning or purpose. Importance was attached only to scientific ranks and functions, from which privileges flowed. Scraps of scientific knowledge, obtained from ordinary institutes, were processed and used by scientists of a higher degree who worked in the best equipped institutes, inaccessible like fortresses and guarded by “Purples".

All scientists who were at least somewhat talented were gathered in the Center of Wisdom and two or three large cities along both sides of the Equatorial Ocean. It was to such an institution of the first category that Vir Norin came on his pilgrimage to find true intelligence that would desire knowledge in the name of the happiness of humanity on Yan-Yakh, such as the engineer Tael and his friends.

The astronavigator and the Director's Deputy walked through the building. All laboratories were of the same type, differing only in equipment and the number of workers.

"Let's go back to the computer section," Vir suggested. "I was interested in one particular device. If you permit, I will ask the biophysicists in detail.”

"They won't tell you much. They are currently occupied with the characteristics of the input and output streams. It would seem like a simple matter, but we still fail to capture the qualitative correlations.”

"And you know the function of the device?"

"Of course. I have no news of your awareness, but I'll try to explain it to you,” the Deputy Director noted seriously. "The reticular or reticular structure of the cerebrum transmits permanent associations to consciousness..."

“Sorry, that's been known on Earth for a long time. I am only interested in the function of the device. Here, something similar is used to select the most effective set of people in work groups with a narrow focus."

"The matter is terribly complicated! We need an apparatus for recognizing and deciphering the backward associations which inevitably recur in all men without exception. In some they are so strong that they create a permanent resistance to the wisdom and to the education that wants to instill in them the love of the Great One.” The representative bowed in respectful obeisance.

"All clear to me," said Vir Norin icily. "Thank you. I don't really have a reason to go to the lab.”

“Our scientists want to meet you,” the representative said hurriedly, “but they're scattered around their workplaces right now. You will have to wait for them to meet. How about you come to our studio? That's what we call our evening meetings, where we have fun, discuss, or organize various performances."

"So," Vir smiled, "I guess I'll be the entertainment, the show, and the discussion."

"But what's on your mind!" retorted the deputy headmaster. "Our people want to talk to a fellow Earthling, ask you questions and answer your questions."

"Good!" agreed Vir Norin, not detaining him any longer with questions. He understood that the administrative officer had to make the proper preparations. "I will come in the evening."

He went to the main post office. As the residents of the capital city proudly informed him, there were modern machines in operation. They issued letters and, according to six-digit symbols, sorted incoming correspondence in a flash for those who did not want to use video networks for fear of revealing their personal secrets. People didn't know that at the slightest suspicion, the letters were moved to a secondary machine, read through, and their contents written on a board. When the code was used, the recipient was then photographed on the same film...

Other machines provided all kinds of information, including characteristics of abilities, as well as advice on how and where to choose the necessary job in the capital.

The old, well-built post office building consisted of a huge hall lined with counters of automatic machines. Dimly glowing hieroglyphs above each counter detailed the manipulations required to receive a letter, piece of advice or information. Apparently they didn't learn how to use public vending machines in schools on Tormance. Instructors in cinnamon uniforms walked around the hall, ready to help post office visitors. They strode haughtily and scornfully to mimic the two “Purples" stationed at opposite ends of the hall. Vir did not observe people approaching the presumptuous counsellor with any request. Chedi was right when she said that they gave her a repulsive impression because they exuded malice and emptiness.

Vír Norin approached the ability determination machine and tried to evoke the feelings of a Torman who had come to the capital city from afar to start a new life.

He performed the appropriate manipulations according to the instructions in the table. An orange light flashed in the window above, and an indifferent voice echoed throughout the hall: “Mind ability low, mental maturity below capital city average, limited, stupid, but muscle response excellent. I advise you to look for a job as a local transport driver.” Vir looked at the machine incomprehendingly. The indicators on the high counter went out, and the light in the upper window disappeared.

Laughter was heard from behind, the astronavigator looked back. Several people approached the machine. When they saw Vir's embarrassment, they interpreted it in their own way.

"What is the matter, are you lost? A driver's job isn't good enough for you, is it? But that's a pickaxe! Come on, we’re not holding you back!” they started shouting and lightly pushed the astronavigator. Vír Norin was about to tell them that such a characterization did not agree with the image he had formed of himself, but he realized that explaining was unnecessary. He went to a deserted part of the hall where books and newspapers were sold.

After all, he soon understood the seemingly nonsensical conclusions of the automaton. The machine was programmed according to Tormantian standards, so it was unable to understand data that exceeded the highest level and necessarily assigned it to the lowest level. The same would happen to a Torman with superior abilities.

Vír Norin sighed discordantly, looked around and met the gaze of a girl, her elbows resting on a ledge in the wall not far from the kiosk. She had big eyes, a thin neck and very small hands, which were nervously turning over yellow sheets of paper, probably a letter. Her restlessness and longing were transferred to Vir. Big thin tears dripped from the girl's long eyelashes. The astronavigator was seized by a hitherto unknown cutting compassion. He didn't dare strike up a conversation with the stranger and wondered how to ease her anger. Her skin was darker than the inhabitants of the capital, indicating that she was from the Back Hemisphere. The short light dress revealed nicely shaped firm legs.

The peculiar blackness of the hair, with an ashen tinge, contrasted sharply with the black and red hair of the usual Tormans, and matched the girl's gray eyes. Visitors to the post office walked past her here and there, men sometimes passing her with impudent glances. The girl would turn away or lower her head and pretend to be preoccupied with the letter.

The longer Vir observed the unknown, the more strongly he sensed in her a mental depth that he rarely encountered in Tormans, who usually lacked self-education and psychological culture. He understood that the girl was suffering a lot.

Norin knew that the customs here did not allow him to walk up to a person he liked out of the blue and strike up a conversation with him. A warm and gentle demeanor caused only rejection and mistrust in the people of Tormance. The older Dzhi were afraid that the unknown person would turn out to be a state spy and provocateur, looking for supposed anti-government conspirators among those who did not participate in the tests during Meetings with the Snake.

Younger women were afraid of men. Vir Norin thought and met the stranger's gaze again. He smiled at her and put into his smile all the sympathy that had so suddenly burst forth in him, as well as the willingness to contribute to her aid.

The girl flinched, her brown face hardened for a moment, and her eyes took on an impenetrable expression. But the kindness shining from the Earthman's eyes overcame her. She answered Vír with a sad and gentle smile that reminded him of a figure from the historical frescoes in the Museum of the Last Hellas on the island of Chios. The Torman woman was now looking at him carefully and in astonishment.

Vir Norin approached her so quickly that the girl recoiled and held out her hand in alarm as if to push him away.

"Who you are? You're quite different!” She looked at the astronavigator again and repeated, “Quite different.”

“No wonder,” Vir smiled, “I came from afar. From a great distance! But I'm safe here. But what is at stake for you? Have you had an accident?” he pointed to the letter.

"You speak so ridiculously, I am not one of the noble people of the town," the girl smiled through her held back tears and added, "Everything has gone wrong for me. I should go back, but for that...” She trailed off, turning and raising her head to the cast iron frieze as if examining the intricate patterns of hieroglyphs and serpents.

Vir Norin grasped her small rough hand. The Torman woman looked at her own palm, which suddenly found itself in such a large hand.

Soon Vir knew everything. Su An-Te, or Su-Te, came from the Back Hemisphere, from a city that the astronavigator did not know and where the girl could not stay longer for serious reasons that he did not ask about. She came to the capital to see her brother who worked in the foundry here and was the only one Su-Te had in the world.

Her borther had dreamed of letting her practice singing and dancing, because if she succeeded, she could become a Cvic. And that was his old dream. He loved his sister unconditionally, which was not a common occurrence in Torman families. The brother himself did not show a talent for higher education, he could not get into the Cvic, but for an unknown reason he wanted more than anything in the world for the girl to live long.

While Su-Te was on her way to the capital, the brother suffered a serious injury at work and was prematurely sent to the Temple of Sweet Death. The meager possessions, and above all the savings he had put aside when he was expecting a sister, were stolen by the neighbors.

Before his death, he sent her a farewell letter because he knew that upon arrival he would go to the post office to find out where to look for his brother in the capital.

“Here is...,” Su-Te handed the yellow leaves to Vir.

"What do you want to do now?" he asked.

"I don't know. At first I thought of going to the Temple of Sweet Death, but they'll recognize that I'm too young and healthy and send me somewhere even worse than where I came from... Especially because...,” the girl trailed off.

"That you are beautiful?"

"Say rather that I arouse desire in men.”

“Isn't it difficult to find a good man in such a big city and ask him for help?"

Su-Te looked at the Earthling with a hint of regret.

"You're really from far away, maybe even from the forests that are said to still grow on the ridges of the Red Mountains and Transverse Highlands."

When she saw Vir's astonishment, she added by way of explanation: "Men would willingly give me money, but I would have to earn it on the spot."

"In kind?"

"Well yes! Don't you understand?” cried the girl impatiently.

"Yes, yes... But what about women?"

"You would only insult me ​​or advise me to go to work. Our women do not like girls who are young and more attractive to men than themselves. A woman is always an enemy to a woman, until old age.”

"I understand you now. I'm a foreigner, please forgive my stupid question. But what if you accepted help from me?”

The girl tensed up all over, thinking and studying Vir's face. Then her childish mouth curled into a faint smile.

"What do you mean by help?"

"Now we'll go to the Azure Cloud Hotel, where I live. There we will find a room for you as well, before you get ready. We will have lunch together if you want to keep me company. Then you go about your business and I'll go about mine too.”

“You must be a powerful man to live in an uptown hotel, and I don't even know why I talk to you so freely. Maybe you mistook me for someone else? After all, I'm just an ordinary stupid Kzhi from a far away country. And I can't do anything...”

“What, singing and dancing?”

“A little. Draw too, but who can't?”

"Three quarters of the population in the Center of Wisdom!"

"That's weird. Old songs are sung in our secluded corner, and almost everyone dances there.”

"And yet I didn't mistake you for anyone else. I don't know a single woman in the capital.”

"How is it possible? You are so... so...”

Instead of answering, Vir took the girl under the arm, as was the custom in the capital, and quickly led her into the restaurant.

Su-Te was nimble, flexible, and immediately adapted to the astronavigator's gait. They ascended the hill to the yellow and white building of the Azure Cloud and entered a low vestibule, darkened so heavily that even in the daytime the green lamps glowed.

“Su-Te needs a room,” Vir said to the receptionist.

"The one?" the Torman pointed a finger at the girl bluntly. "Documents!"

Obediently and angrily, she fumbled in the small pouch at her waist and pulled out a red piece of paper.

The receptionist just whistled and refused to accept her.

"Oh, and where is the application for residence in the capital?"

Stunned, the girl began to explain to him that her brother was supposed to get her the application, but that...

"I don't care," he cut her off rudely. “Not a single hotel in the Center of Wisdom will let you in. Don't even try, it's useless!”

Vir Norin, overcome by a surge of indignation completely unbecoming of an Earthly traveller, began to cajole the hotel clerk. But even the almighty guest card of Council of Four was not successful.

"I will lose my place if I let an undocumented person in here. And especially a woman.”

"Why especially a woman?"

"I will not support vice!" 

Vir Norin felt for the first time the Tormans' oppressive dependence on every insignificant official who was usually worthless as a person.

"I can accept friends after all?"

“Of course. By yourself, please! But at night, purples can come to check, and then there will be inconvenience. For her, of course! But where is she?”

Vir Norin looked around. In the heat of the argument, he didn't even notice that Su-Te had disappeared. The feeling of immense loss forced him to go out into the street in an instant, so that he stunned even the receptionist, who had already experienced a lot. Refined nervous sensitivity drove Vir to the left. In a moment, he saw Su-Te in front of him. She walked with her head bowed, still pressing her worthless red "document" in her small palm.

Never in his life had Vir Norin felt such a strong sense of shame that he had failed to fulfill a promise. And mixed with this was something indistinct and terribly unpleasant, perhaps the awareness of primeval male dignity that was trampled in the eyes of a beautiful woman in need of help.

“Su-Te!” he called.

The girl turned around, joy flashed across her face for a moment, and the corners of her pursed lips lifted a little. Just looking at them was enough for the Earthling to make his heart sink. He held out his hand to her.

"Lets go!"

"Where? Even so, I caused you inconvenience. I see that you are as much a stranger here as I am, and you don't know what is allowed and what is forbidden. Goodbye!” Su-Te spoke with urgent conviction. Her large eyes shone with a quiet sadness that was unbearable for an Earthling, trained from birth to fight suffering.

The astronavigator didn't want to use psychic powers to bend the girl to his will, but he didn't have anything to convince her.

"Let's go to my place. Just a little while before I talk to my friends to find a room for you and myself. Before I was indifferent to the hotel, now it disgusts me.”

Su-Te complied. They re-entered the lobby where the receptionist greeted them with a cynical smile. Vir Norin felt like giving him a lesson, so in a few seconds the Torman rushed to Su-Te and handed her the key to Vir's room. Then he asked to kiss the girl's dusty foot. Su-Te froze, surprised she didn't pass out, and then started to run. Vir took her by the hand and led her to his two-room suite, which guests of the capital considered luxurious.

Here he settled the tired and deeply shaken girl in a soft chair. Noticing her nervously licking her plump lips, he gave her a drink, placed a hand on her burning forehead to calm her, and only then called the nine-legged robot hidden under the bed. The robot hummed softly. Su-Te jumped up, looking alternately at the machine and its owner with a mixture of fear and wonder.

Vir Norin wanted to call Tael, but found only one of the Engineer's followers guarding the link with the Earthlings.

Vir asked him to find him a shelter among the Dzhi.

After the conversation was over, he switched the robot to reception, sat down next to Su-Te and began to question her until he felt that she had calmed down and was only just overcoming her severe fatigue. It was a small thing to lull the girl into a sound sleep. She slept in the chair, obediently curled up in a ball. Vir himself patiently waited for the nine-footer to call, and also rested before visiting the "studio" in the medical-biological institute. More than two hours have passed. A barely audible signal sounded and a startled Tael appeared on the screen, still expecting disaster.

Vir immediately got the address. In the blocks of flats where the Dzhi lived, a lonely professor from the Architecture Association found two comfortable rooms for the Earthling and the Torman girl. The district was populated mostly by the technical intelligentsia, many of whom had seen the films shown on the Dark Flame and were of the same mind as Tael.

Su-Te woke up, looking around and pulling her crumpled dress over her knees.

"Go wash up, we'll go to lunch, and then to the apartment," suggested the astronavigator cheerfully. "We already have a room for you, but it will be next to mine. Do you mind?” Su-Te clapped her hands happily.

"Not at all! So fast? Oh, how long I slept! I spent the last two nights walking, sleeping in an alley, I had no money...”

“You must be terribly hungry! Let's go!” They went to the great Palace of Nourishment; by Yan-Yakh's standards it was a handsome building with glass doors set in metal and polished stone decorations.

Su-Te was embarrassed by her light and cheap dress, as women usually wore trousers at this hour.

She settled in a corner and from there curiously observed the unusual equipment and the behavior of people from the capital. Vir also liked to do that in his spare time. Lunch was brought to them. He watched his companion stealthily, marveling at how gracefully, without affectation or gluttony this undoubtedly very hungry girl ate.

Not far from them, by a polished column of gray artificial marble, a noisy and dissolute company of young people settled around several pushed-back tables. Vir Norin and Su-Te could exchange impressions without attracting attention.

A girl in a red-brown dress, beautifully formed, which was rare among Torman women, danced between the tables.

She walked upright and proud, her smart face was defiantly painted and had a thoughtful and sad expression. Among the patrons and the waitresses, she gave the impression of being special, but her chosen mannerisms had a slight tinge of vulgarity. She wore golden slippers, and stepped lightly and softly.

“Look at those beautiful legs!” Su-Te exclaimed.

The astronavigator glanced sideways at his companion's small feet in light sandals with straps between the big toe and the second toe. Her feet looked bare and exposed. Su-Te hid them under the table and said: “I sense that you are not an ordinary person at all. That you would be,” fear flickered in her eyes, “a “Snake Carrier” in disguise?”

"Have you ever heard that even a single “Snake Carrier” would help a person he meets?"

"Then why don't you touch me, as is our custom? Why?"

"I'll explain later." The end of the lunch was spent in silence. Without a word, Su-Te followed Vir as they searched for the house where they had their promised apartment. They got lost in the old part of the city with narrow winding streets. Vir stopped a passer-by Kzhi.

"Go to the right," said Kzhi, "there you will see blocks of gray houses that look like they are made of bricks. When the dogs start barking, you'll be there.”

In the neighborhoods where Dzhi lived, Vir had seen many dogs taking women for a walk on their leashes. He did not observe any domestic animals in other parts of the city.

It was clear to him that the dogs had been brought here from their home planet, their perfect resemblance to the Earthlings could not be accidental.

"There are so many dogs here," wondered Su-Te. "Why are they here?"

"Apparently, Dzhi have enough time to devote to animals. To me, dogs have always seemed like prisoners in tight houses and apartments, suitable only for cats..."

"And for a human," added Su-Te.

The owner of the apartment was at home. The tall old Dzhi bowed deeply to the astronavigator and gently squeezed the girl's hand. In the dark, narrow hall, Vir noticed a massive front door with several intricate locks.

"It's not against thieves," explained the old man. "They'll drop in here anyway when they feel like it."

"Really?"

“Of course. I think very few people realize how helpless we, Dzhi, are against thieves. We must not defend ourselves. Even if they had guns! We have to be responsible for the injuries caused, even if they go at a person with a knife, for example. I'm surprised how little the Kzhi use the state-provided right to break into an apartment, beat and insult us."

"But why does the state support such indecencies?"

"For a simple reason. It is a kind of valve for those who are dissatisfied with life, it gives them a semblance of freedom. Thieves aren't the worst, they'll settle for just one thing... Much more dangerous are the Ruler's Eyes! They take the keys and snoop around the flats, hoping to find forbidden books, songs, personal diaries or letters.”

"All this is forbidden here?"

"Did you fall from the sky? Ah! Excuse me, that's right!”

Vir asked the professor to lead them to the rooms. The square rooms, hung with carpets and curtains, seemed very cozy to Su-Te. At the owner's insistence, she chose a room that faced the street in the form of a lantern. She could barely hold back tears of gratitude.

"I know young girls like to dream and observe life around them,” said the professor with unexpected kindness.

“You have a daughter?” Su-Te asked.

“I had... She died in the Temple of Sweet Death. She was a Kzhi in her abilities and did not want to use my right."

"What right?" Vír Norin asked quietly.

"That I can save one member of my family, even if it is Kzhi. In order to have someone to take care of the old man, who is still needed by the state. And so I have no one...”

Vir wanted to take the conversation in a different direction, so he suggested that he bring the nine-legged robot a little later so as not to attract attention. The professor approved of his caution.

"And you, Su-Te," said the astronavigator, "please do not leave until you have received your card as a rightful resident of the capital."

"You do not have to worry! I'll keep an eye on her and won't let our little bird go anywhere. Does they resemble a guitaye?”

Vír admitted that he had no idea what kind of creature it was.

"Such a tiny one, with a black and ash head and tail. The breast is cherry, the back and wings are bright blue like azure. Have you never seen one?”

"No."

"Forgive this old man! I keep forgetting you are not one of us.” 

Vir saw Su-Te wince.

It was already dark when the astronavigator reached the institute.

The "studio" was just coming together. As always, the arrival of an Earthling aroused an unprecedented curiosity, which was especially strong among scientists.

Norin remembered Tael's warning. At every meeting, apart from the secret agents of the Council of Four, devices could be installed to take notes and eavesdrop on conversations. The lack of raw materials did not allow the use of such devices at every meeting, but where a guest from Earth was present, the audio recording worked quite definitely. Vir chose not to start debates that would put scientists in danger.

However, to the astonishment of the astronavigator, those present behaved quite casually and expressed themselves quite sharply. When he had been hearing about the will of the oligarchs for a long time, Viro became worried. For such talk, scientists could immediately go to prison. It was only later that he understood the psychological acumen of Chagas' policy, which allowed scientists to make excuses because it could not forbid them to think about the social situation. So let them rebel in idle talk, at least they will not create illegal organizations against which a fight would have to be waged, and this would mean an unwanted loss of the most intelligent minds for the state.

The first to step forward was a young, ascetic-looking scientist with angry flaming eyes and a jutting chin. He spoke about the futility of the further development of science. The wider its front, the deeper it penetrates into the secrets of nature, the more effort and material losses each next step costs. Individuals cannot move forward quickly. It turns out that knowledge is too multifaceted, more and more complex experiments slow down the progress of scientific research, and besides, mountains of unused information are made. With the meager resources that are being spent on science, there is no hope that it can solve the problems before it and penetrate deep contradictions in biological mechanisms and social development. It follows that scientists receive privileges from the state for what they cannot do, i.e. they are parasites living off the proceeds of their ranks. Fragmented knowledge deals with problems that are no longer practically necessary because the planet's supplies have been depleted. The scientist ended his contribution with a call to end high-priestly vanity and turn his gaze to the sky, from where the starships of powerful civilizations arrive, which have managed not to plunder nature, which they have already received as a gift, especially the civilization of Earthlings, similar to the people of Yan-Yakh as native brothers.

The deputy director, sitting next to Vir Norin, nodded his head and whispered: "Dangerous speech, very dangerous."

"Is he in danger?"

"There will be serious consequences."

"Will he be punished by the state?"

"I don't think so. But his colleagues will not forgive him for revealing himself in this way."

Another scientist stood in front of the table where the institute council sat, pale and gloomy. He uttered individual words with a scathing sneer: “We cannot call for help from other civilizations from space. They will appear as conquerors and we will become their slaves. This was already foreseen by the great Ino-Kau in the Century of the Wise Prohibition, when we first came into contact with the cultures of other planets. Forgive the Earthly guest, but such is the opinion of a realist, not a romantic dreamer!”

The deputy director took the floor and began to count the benefits that the institute's scientists had contributed to the development of biology and medicine: drugs, especially hallucinogenic narcotics, and methods for rebuilding the psyche.

“This is a real refutation of the first speaker's insinuations that our science is not successful in social affairs. On the contrary, it has a direct relationship to the values ​​created for the welfare of humanity."

"Excuse me stranger," Vir Norin interjected. "How is that relationship realized?"

"Information, even the most extensive, does not in itself produce wisdom and does not help a person to overcome difficulties. The immense human stupidity does not give the possibility to understand the true essence of misfortune. With the help of our apparatus and chemicals, we can push into obtuse minds the fundamental resolutions of social problems. On the authority of the great and wise Choyo Chagas, we created a hypnotic snake that reveals hostile intentions against the state. Our institute has produced machines for saturating the air with strong tranquilizers and hallucinogens, which, even in minute quantities, can change the thought processes of a more self-desperate person and reconcile him to unhappiness, even death..."

Vir Norin stood up: "The benefactors discussed here are, in my opinion, murderous and cannot be justified by any state interest. Tranquilizers, reconciling people to the shortcomings of life, are like a scythe that cuts off flowers as well as grass at the root, the good as well as the bad. It is obvious that your biology has focused on suppressing inner freedom in order to create a standardized superficial individual, or crowd. Your stated scientific researches are oriented in the same way. How is it possible to discover beauty and weave it into human destinies, how do you want to help people to find and appreciate everything bright in life, if you stifle their emotions, destroy their soul?”

“Singularly speaking!” shouted the first speaker.

“Do not think that I am filled with pride at the unfathomably wide scientific outlook of our world. I bow to the heroic desire for knowledge on a lonely planet cut off from everyone else. Every step you take is more difficult than ours, and therefore all the more valuable but absolutely only under the condition that you want to reduce the suffering of humanity on Yan-Yakh, that you help it get out of the inferno. This is the only criterion for assessing science in our country."

Vir Norin bowed deeply to those present. They were silent, and seemed neither astonished nor indignant.

The vice-principal thanked Vir and said that Earthly wisdom may be great, but he does not agree with it.

"I don't agree with you either," the astronavigator smiled. “I know too little of your planet yet, but I have yet to encounter real science. What you call so here is only technology, a narrow professionalism, which is as far from the dedicated work of learning about the world as the routine of craftsmanship is from true mastery. You are competing in ephemeral applied discoveries, of which hundreds of thousands are made every day. Of course, this is also important and necessary, but it does not make up the whole of science. You do not consider synthetic knowledge and popular education to be necessary components of scientific research, and yet even these are the basic pillars of science. You will buy shallow information about immature discoveries, obtained without thought and careful selection, and this prevents you from looking into the wide spaces of the world of knowledge. At the same time, the arrogance of young scientists, who in reality are only technologists who consider themselves scientists, goes so far as to dream of rebuilding the universe, without the slightest idea of ​​its complex laws."

"You're exaggerating!" shouted the vice-principal.

"Quite right!" agreed Vir Norin, rejecting attempts to get involved in the dispute over the assessment of the Institute's scientific activity.

He was glad to leave the poorly ventilated building and went out into the street. Meanwhile, the early Torman night had fallen, in whose empty, starless blackness a dull, gray moon was drowning.

In the corner, above the cube of the intoxicating drinks kiosk, a lantern shone. Men crowded there in a crowd and hoarse swearing could be heard. A light wind carried the mixed smell of drink, tobacco smoke and the night.

Vir Norin came to the Azure Cloud Hotel, activated the nine-footed and led it out into the street by the side stairs.

Then for the last time he glanced over the inhospitable shelter and joyfully thought of the apartment with many locks and of meeting the gentle Su-Te. Accompanied by a robot on a deserted path through a small park, he remembered the professor's words about guitaye and decided to visit the natural history museum. But when? The next day, he had regular work with Tael on the materials supplied by the discoid. Then he must meet with the scientists of the Institute of Mathematical Physics. They eagerly awaited news of unheard of discoveries from him, and he was still unable to tell even about the spheres of cosmophysics that were close to him. An excellent pedagogue or popularizer would perhaps be able to reconcile different thought processes, but not him, Vir Norin. Furthermore, their desire for scientific discovery was metaphysical.

The astronavigator stopped dead in his tracks. The nine-legged one next to him stirred up some dust. Across the alley stood a line of Tormans lit by a distant mercury lamp. Vir was debating whether to meet them or wait. He was not afraid of anything, even if he walked quite alone, and in the presence of the robot he was in no danger at all. But if he had to defend himself, he could hurt the Tormans, and he wanted to avoid that.

"Are you an Earthling?" one of the young men, apparently a Kzhi, asked jerkily, approaching the Earthling.

Vir Norin nodded in agreement.

"Then we need you. You have an insanely beautiful woman. I saw her in a park outside of town. Her name is Evisa Tanet. Evisa Tanet...," Torman repeated, or rather dreamily sang.

"She is the doctor for our expedition and the Interstellar Fleet."

"Ah!" he called vaguely. “So she told me to go see your commander. She also has a nice name, maybe not like Evisa, but it sounds nice: Fai Rodis. She said to be sure to talk to her because it's important to both you and us. Why, I don't know. But I promised. And it happened that I, the well-known Gzer Bu-Yam, before whom the Cvic tremble, cannot fulfill my promise. Ruler Fai Rodis is protected by an entire army of purple scum, and the Cvic don't trust me. They think I've been bribed by the “Snake Carriers”. But what would be the use of bribing me?”

"No use, really," Vir Norin smiled.

"Come on. Can you believe me and arrange an interview with the leader?”

"I trust you and I will arrange it."

"When?"

"Immediately. Let's go somewhere where there’s no one and there is a wall to catch the light of the screen.”

"This is something!" exclaimed the Cvic with satisfaction, leading Vir to the side of the main avenue, where a long plaque inscribed with the mentor's sayings stood across the road. Similar plaques stood in various parts of the city, but Vir had never seen anyone read the inscriptions.

Norin knew Fai's schedule. She should be up now. Indeed, she responded almost immediately to his robot’s call. She did not appear on the impromptu screen in the black Torman robes she usually wore in the Memorial of History, but in a white garment with pale blue trim.

"Ah!" snapped the Torman, half-exasperated, half-enthralled.

The astronavigator told Fai about the Cvic, who wants to meet with her at the request of Evisa Tanet. Rodis invited Gzer Bu-Yam to step into the transmitter's light field, examining him for a few seconds, then said: "Come!"

"When and how?"

"Do you want to do it now? Go, so that no one observes you, to the Monument of the Almighty Time and turn right from it to the eighth house in the Street of Last Války. Come alone for the first time. How much time do you need for this? I will wait and take you to me.”

Rodis shut down the link and Vir immediately turned off the nine-footer.

"That's great!" Kzhi exclaimed happily. "How simple everything is with real people! Okay, send my greetings to Evisa Tanet! Too bad I won't see her again."

"Why not? When you come to Rodis, ask her to connect you to starship and call Evisa.”

"Are you serious? But what am I going to talk about with her?" Kzhi was suddenly startled.

"You can just look at her."

"That’s it. Lord, thank you, my friend. I have to go."

The Torman reached out and squeezed Vir's palm tightly.

He smiled. It was not easy to hear thanks from a resident of the capital Yan-Yakh.

Now, even if the astronavigator lost his way in the old streets a second time, the Earthling's gentle hearing would guide him to his destination. The barking of the dogs could be heard from afar, for the dogs here were as ill-behaved as their masters.

Su-Te ran into the hall as soon as she heard the rattle of the locks being unlocked. With a cry of "thank you, thank you", she rushed towards Vir, but suddenly froze as if frozen, overcome with shame.

It turned out that she had already received that piece of pale blue plastic with the appropriate signs and stamps, and thus the right to stay in the capital.

Vir Norin rejoiced when he heard the girl's distinctive voice, lower than the guttural falsetto voices of the Tormans, but higher and clearer than the chesty mezzo-sopranos of star flight women.

Su-Te, with age-old maternal care, prepared dinner from the professor's supplies, and was saddened to find that Vir was not eating anything in the evening, but drinking some strange drink. If the astronaut had known the difficulties involved in preparing food on Tormance with primitive heating devices, he would have made an effort to eat something. But since he had no idea about hot stoves and eternally dirty dishes, he calmly refused dinner. The girl asked to be allowed to go to him as soon as she rested. He says he has a very important question.

The important question was spoken as soon as the girl stood on the threshold. Vir couldn't dodge, or squirm under the open gaze that desperately wanted to know the truth.

“Yes, Su-Te, I am not a resident of Yan-Yakh, but from quite another, very distant planet called Earth. Yes, I'm from the same starship you've heard of, but as you can see, we're not a bunch of space raiders or spies. We are of the same blood, our common ancestors lived on the same planet more than two thousand years ago. You are of Earth, not of the White Stars.”

“I knew it!” Su-Te exclaimed triumphantly. "You are very strange, I understood it immediately. That's why I feel easy and nice with you, as I have never felt before in my life!” The girl fell to her knees, grabbed the astronavigator's hand and pressed it to her face. So she remained, with her eyes closed.

Vir gently and carefully released his hand, picked up the little Torman woman and sat her down in the chair next to him.

He told her about Earth, how they got here, and also about the demise of the three crew members. In the robot were a few star crystals for the first acquaintance with life on Earth.

Thus began their evenings together. The inexhaustible interest and enthusiasm of the lovely listener encouraged Vir Norin and dispelled the premonition that had been bothering him for some time that he would no longer see his native land, which he loved immensely.

From the first moment he set foot on Tormance, he felt over the entire surface of his body an unhealthy psychic atmosphere, similar to the bad water into which a careless swimmer sometimes falls. Instead of refreshment and peace, a feeling of resistance, itching and impurity will arise in the person. In the old days, such places on Earth were referred to as "bad water". This was found where rivers did not flow from mountains facing the sun, where streams did not gather new strength from springs, forests and pure rain, but languished in swamps, blind arms and closed bays, saturated with rotting organic remains. Vir's vague premonition of a tragic end was probably born from his stay in bad "psychic water". A general and permanent animosity accumulated throughout Tormantian life, painfully attacking the feelings of the Earthlings, who had grown up in the good psychic atmosphere of Earth.

Su-Te seemed all the more amazing to Vir, who radiated care, kindness and love, which could only have arisen in the world of Yan-Yakh. And yet the girl assured him that there are thousands of women like her on the planet.

This frightened the astronavigator, because the suffering in the lives of such people was greater than that of all others. In Su-Te's eyes, Vir saw a deep soul that had overcome the darkness within and was desperately fighting the night around it.

Careful tenderness and agonizing regret, qualities once so characteristic of his ancestors and lost in the bright epoch of the communist era, grew slowly and with difficulty in the Earthling.

Two days later, at breakfast, Vir Norin noticed that Su-Te was unusually excited about something. He was able to easily read her guileless interior and understood that she desperately wanted to see something that she had dreamed of for a long time, but did not dare to voice her request.

So he came to her aid and casually said that he had a free morning today and would happily go for a walk with her wherever she wanted. And Su-Te admitted that she would like to go to Pneg-Kir not far outside the city. As his brother wrote to her, the greatest ancient battle had taken place there, in which one of their ancestors had perished, and the young man promised that he would definitely take his sister there. So she wants to go there for her brother's memory, but the journey is not safe for the girl herself, who does not know the capital city well.

Vir and Su-Te got into an overcrowded public transport car, moving through smoke and terrible noise, violent jerks and frequent jolts, mainly due to the recklessness of the driver. Through the dusty windows one could see very long monotonous streets, here and there low, half-dried trees crouched near a house. It was unbearably stuffy in the car.

Sometimes, after terrible arguments, the windows would be opened, a lot of hot dust would pour in, curses would start raining again, and the windows would be closed again. Both Vir and Su-Te stood pinned down on all sides, holding on to the bars attached above. The astronavigator was torn from his companion in the rush.

Here, Vir observed Su-Te trying hard to move away from the broad-nosed, irregular-faced young man who was pressing shamelessly against her. A boy with deep-set fanatical eyes, pushed the girl with his back to his companion. Catching Vir's gaze, Su-Te turned red with both shame and indignation and turned away. She obviously didn't want to drag the Earthling into a fight with the passengers.

Perhaps she still vividly remembered the rude receptionist at the hotel who had to humbly kiss her foot. Comprehending everything in a split second, the astronavigator thrust out his hand and violently tore the foul youth away from Su-Te. He turned, and when he saw a tall, strong man looking at him without malice, he cast a spell and tried to free himself. But it seemed to him that he was not held by a human hand, but by a steel vise. In animal fear, the Torman felt the foreign fingers go deeper and deeper into his muscles, pressing and gradually paralyzing the vessels and nerves. His head spun, his knees buckled, and the bastard howled in horror: "Never again, forgive me, I'll never do that again!" Vir let the brat go, and he shouted to the whole car that it was a wonder they didn't kill him because of a girl who wasn't worth a penny.

To the astronaut's astonishment, most of the passengers sided with the liar. Everyone started shouting, threatening and waving their fists.

“Let's get out early!” a pale Su-Te whispered.

They pushed through the crowd and stood in a desolate, burning landscape. The girl suggested they walk further. Her little feet trod hard and tirelessly. She sang songs and war hymns of old to the Earthling. Sometimes she stopped to illustrate the melody with a dance, and he watched her figure and refined movements with delight. They didn't even notice as they crossed the dry plateau the remaining twelve kilometers to a stone rampart overgrown with old, sparsely leafed trees that provided almost no shade. On the shaded side, the rampart fell steeply to the wide dry bottom of the former lake. A faint breeze swirled dark red clouds of dust there.

At the border of the ancient battlefield stood an obelisk made of bluish stone, deeply engraved with black characters. Rough boulders, scattered all around, marked the places of common graves. There were many of them. The vast field stretched almost to the horizon, furrowed here and there by trenches and embankments. Time had destroyed them, the slow-growing Torman trees had more than once replaced the corpse-fertilized soil, and now only stones stuck out of the dry, dusty soil in a thin web of shadows. Nothing here resembled the tumult of a great battle, the boundless misery of the wounded, nor the horror of the vanquished, who were thrown into the muddy lake. A bleak region, half-dead trees, cracked earth...

The hot wind rustled in the branches, some kind of green insect crawled languidly around the roots. Su-Te looked out at the large pointed boulder, glowing red-brown like dried blood in the quarry, and knelt before it. She put her palms to her temples and with her head bowed began to whisper a prayer. Vir waited for the girl to finish the ceremony. When she got up he asked: "Who fought here and who defeated whom?"

“It is said that there was a clash between the rulers of the Fore and Back Hemispheres. Hundreds of thousands of people died. The ruler of the Front has won and a planet-wide government has been established.”

"Did your ancestors fight on the losing side?"

"Yes."

"And what if they won, and not the others? Would life change?”

"I don't know. Why should he change? The capital would definitely be Kin-Nan-Te. Houses would be built differently, with towers, as is customary here. Maybe my ancestors would have become Snake Bearers...”

"And you would like to belong to that privileged class?"

"Oh no! Forever afraid, looking back, looking down on everyone and being hated by everyone? Maybe I'm just ignorant and stupid, but I wouldn't want to live like this. Better not to live at all...”

Vir Norin scanned the sun-scorched plain once more. In a powerful fantasy he heard the clatter of weapons of war, the wails and groans of hundreds of thousands of wounded, he saw piles of corpses on the rutted stony ground. The eternal questions "why?" and "what for?" became particularly mercilessly against this background. And the deluded people, believing that they were fighting for the future, for "their" country, for their loved ones, died en masse, while creating the conditions for greater glory of the oligarchs, for a higher pyramid of privileges and endless oppression. Unnecessary suffering, unnecessary sacrifices...

The astronaut turned to his companion with a sigh: "Let's go, Su-Te." 

The Earthman and Torman came down from the hills. Vir suggested that they cut straight through the bend in the old road and head toward the rounded hill with the desolate one-story building that loomed vaguely in the distance. With a quick march, they reached the hill.

The astronavigator noticed that Su-Te was tired and decided that they would rest in the shade of the rubble. The girl lay on the ground with her hands under her head. Vir saw that she was staring intently at the wall and frowning as if she wanted to remind herself of something she had forgotten. Then she jumped up and walked around the ruins. For a long time she looked at the inscriptions and bas-reliefs with a huge hand raised in a gesture of help. She calmed down a bit and sat down next to Vir again. She vividly reminded the astronaut of Chedi in a position with her knees embraced. She sat silent for a long time, gazing into the distance at the mirages of bluish lakes in the dusty smoke above the Center of Wisdom.

“How old are you?” Su-Te suddenly asked.

"Forty-two according to your calendar, which is a month shorter than Earth's."

"Is it a lot or a little for you?"

“In the past, when Earth was at your level of development, it was middle age. Neither youth nor old age. Now it is rather young. I am approximately twenty-two, twenty-three, and Rodis is twenty-five years old. Our childhood is long. It is not infantilism, but a long childhood in the sense of perceiving the world. And how old are you?”

"Twenty. It's middle age for us. I have five years left before I go to the Temple of Sweet Death. They would have sent you there a long time ago. No, I'm talking nonsense, you're a scientist, you'd live here for a long time too, you're a Cvic!”

“I can't imagine the horror!”

“There's no horror at all. It even has benefits. We don't spend our childhood in stuffy schools, like the future Dzhi, where they stuff their heads with knowledge that is completely unnecessary for life. And we don't cry either, we die in the throes of strength..."

“Are you worried, Su-Te? Look into my eyes!”

The girl looked up at Vir with sad eyes in which he could read that she could see her life's path to its end.

"No," she said slowly, "I'm fine, I just had my second encounter with primeval death today."

“How? Is this a memorial too? What was here?”

"It is not a monument, but a temple. In the epoch of Hunger and Murder, there lived the excellent doctor Rce-Juti. He invented the means of Sweet Death. His followers and collaborators built this temple of the Friendly Hand over a bottomless well from ancient times. Rce-Juti said to all the weak, seriously ill, life-weary, persecuted and frightened people: Come here, and I will give you a sweet death. She will appear to you kind and beautiful, young and alluring. No one on the planet can give you anything better today, you will see for yourself that the promises are just plain lies. And many people came to him. In the first room, they washed off the dust, threw off their clothes and entered the vaulted hall naked, where they died in a pleasant sleep, without noticing it, painlessly... The bottomless well swallowed their bodies. All sufferers who had lost hope, health or loved ones sought out and praised the wise physician. That was a long time ago...”

"And the state has made it an obligation to die prematurely out of this charity. Temples of Sweet Death, people divided into Dzhi and Kzhi... Could the wise Rce-Juti have foreseen such terrible consequences?"

"I don't know," answered the girl helplessly.

"There's no need either." Vir stroked her windblown hair.

Su-Te raised her hand to his face, and the Earthman felt a trembling, tender palm touch his heart directly. He imagined the huge dark walls of inferno that surrounded the girl and behind which there was no support for her soul and faith.

Overpowering the wraith by force of will, he smiled and told her how smart, beautiful, and how much he liked her.

Confident, glowing Su-Te looked at him and stood up as lithely and swiftly as an Earthling. They made their way to the gloomy city, and over the desolate plain the ringing voice of the Torman woman rang out: "My last year I live in the world, I haven't been to other cities, I haven't met anyone good..." the bright fluttering melody reminded Vir Norin of something very familiar that he heard in his early childhood.

* * *

CHAPTER XIII

Immediate take-off!

* * *

Vir Norin said goodbye to Su-Te at the intersection of the street leading to a small precision mechanics factory where many of Tael's friends worked. The girl wanted to meet with one of them to find a job with his help.

She returned home excited because everything was going the way she dreamed it would. But her joy soon faded and she was overcome with agonizing longing when she learned that the Earthlings' stay on Yan-Yakh was coming to an end. Only two remained in the Center of Wisdom, all the others were already on the spaceship.

Vir waited for a long time in the evening for the girl to come out of her room, but Su-Te did not appear. He didn't understand her state of mind, his psychic intuition didn't signal anything bad, so he finally knocked on the girl's door himself.

She was sitting at the table with her head resting on her hands. The look of teasing guilt that was characteristic of her when she felt clumsy about something or admitted to some weakness did not appear on her face this time when she saw Vir. Yes, Su-Te really resembled a sad guitaye bird. She jumped up and eagerly tried to make Vir as comfortable as possible. She herself sat on a hard cushion on the floor and stared at her Earthly friend for a long time in silence. Vir understood that she was thinking about him and their imminent parting.

“Is your starship leaving soon?” she finally asked.

"Yes, soon. Do you want to fly with us?” a question that should not have been said blurted out from him.

The calm sadness on the girl's face was replaced by a fierce internal struggle. Her eyes filled with tears, her breath hitched. After a long pause she said with effort: "No... Don't think I'm ungrateful like many of us, or that... I don't love you." Her swarthy cheeks darkened even more. I'll be right back!" She entered the closet in the wall that served as her dressing room.

Vir looked at the colorful weave of the rug and thought about the girl's refusal to fly to Earth. The natural wisdom that had never left Su-Te discouraged her from taking such a step.

The young Torman woman understood that it would be an escape, that she would lose the purpose and meaning of life on Earth that she had just found here, that she would feel alone.

The closet door slammed almost inaudibly.

"Vir!" came a whisper behind him. He turned and froze.

In front of him, in all the purity of a sincere flare, stood a naked Su-Te. The mixture of female courage and youthful shame was touching.

The girl looked at Vir with shining and sad eyes, as if she regretted not being able to give him more. Loose black hair with an ashen hue fell on either side of her round, semi-childlike face and fell on her skinny shoulders.

The young Torman woman stood solemnly absorbed in herself, as if she were performing some kind of ceremony. She placed both palms over her heart and held them out to the astronavigator.

He could not refuse such a sacrifice, he could not despise a gift which was the highest expression of love and gratitude on Tormance. And he didn't even want to refuse. He picked up Su-Te and held her tightly against him.

Dawn wasn't far away. Vir was sitting by the girl's bed. Su-Te slept soundly with her hands tucked under her face. The Earthling looked at the calm and beautiful face of his beloved.

Love raised her above the world of Yan-Yakh, and Vir's strength and tenderness made her inaccessible to fear, shame and vague fears.

He made her feel her own beauty and learn to better understand the nuances of her transformation. And she, in turn, awakened in him memories of the beautiful days of his life...

A long line of unforgettable images from Earth paraded before Vir's inner vision. For example, the sacred valley in the Karakorum, surrounded by a bastion of purple rocks, above which snow-capped peaks shone in the immediate vicinity. There, by the beryl-colored river, gurgling tirelessly over the black stones, stood like a vision the light building of the research station.

The way down led in gentle curves through a grove of giant Himalayan firs to the premises of the Scientific Institute for Listening Exploration of the Deep Zones of Space. The astronavigator was fond of recalling the years spent building a new observatory in the steppes of the Brazilian plateau, the low flights of the High Llanos with the huge herds of zebras, giraffes and white rhinos brought here from Africa. Or rings of planted forests with bluish and silvery leaves in South Africa, deep blue nights in the snowy forests of Greenland, or the building of the eleventh node of the astrogrid on the shore of the Pacific Ocean blown by the terrible wind.

In his mind, Vir also remembered another node in the Azores Islands, where on calm days the sea is so bottomless and clear...

And then the journeys for rest to the sacred places of prehistoric temples: Greece, India, Russia...

Not the slightest concern about the future, apart from the natural worries about the assigned work, apart from the desire to become better, braver, stronger, to do as much as possible for the benefit of the whole. The proud joy of helping everyone and the habit of relying on the same support and attention from everyone around you.

Vir Norin bent over Su-Te, wishing badly that she too could see all the beautiful places of his home planet.

Young women are internally less settled than men, they are far more eager to change impressions, and therefore bear the pressure of the inferno all the harder. Vir dreamed that the countless wounds suffered by the tender soul of the young Torman woman would be healed without a trace on Earth. And he knew it would never come true...

Su-Te felt his gaze, but she still hadn't fully woken up from her sleep and happy weariness. She lay for a long time with her eyes closed until she finally asked: "Aren't you sleeping, darling? Rest here, next to me.” She spoke from her sleep in a small, childlike voice. "I have never had such a joyful dream! As if you left me for a short time to some small town. I set out to see you. It was our city, and yet completely different. The people who met me beamed with kindness, offering to help me find you, inviting me to rest, and accompanying me where I might get lost. Then I walked through the soft fresh grass along the path to the great watery river, and there I saw you!” Su-Te found Vir's hand, put it to her face, and fell asleep again.

The astronaut didn't even move, his throat was strangely tight. When the dream evoked by his thoughts was for the girl an unfulfilled desire, how little love still exists on Tormance, where this pure creature, as if transplanted to this planet from Earth, lives out its short life! The thought that had been bothering him for a long time had become unbearable. He slowly grabbed the Torman woman's hand and began to kiss one by one the short-cut nails with white spots, which, like the tangle of blue veins on the body and the slightly reddened whites of the eyes, testified to poor nutrition, untreated diseases in childhood and the difficult life of the mother. Su-Te, lids tightly closed, smiled in her sleep. Even without a family, without maternal upbringing, such people are born! After all, this proves that Rodis is right when she believes in the primordial good foundation of man. There is no family in the old sense on Earth either, but we didn't destroy it, we just extended it to the whole society...

Vir got up noiselessly, looked around the room with carpets and portieres and listened to the noise and stomping coming from all sides of the awakening house. A dog snorted in the street, a transport truck rumbled past.

Grief gripped the Earthling more and more. The astronavigator, an interstellar traveller with demanding psychic training, found himself in a dead end from which he could see no way out.

His affection for little Su-Te suddenly and violently turned into a love enriched with such strong tenderness and pity as he would never have found in himself. In man, brought up according to Earthly principles, pity necessarily evoked a desire for self-sacrifice.

No, he had to consult with Rodis. Where was she...?

Fai spent the night debating the Kzhi issue. Gzer Bu-Yam came to the Shrine of the Three Steps once more with some friends. The Kzhi began their first official visit with a dispute and boastfully demonstrated their own advantages over the Dzhi, above all much greater freedom in all activities. Rodis crushed them by telling them that their supposed freedom allowed them to do only what did not harm the prestige or economy of the state and what was not dangerous to the "Serpents", separated from normal people by a wall of privilege.

“Think about your concept of freedom and you will understand that all that matters is the right to commit low acts. Your protest against oppression strikes at innocent people who are far from any participation in such matters. The rulers keep telling you that the people must be protected. In front of who? Have you ever asked yourself such a question? Where are they, these supposed enemies? They are only scarecrows with the help of which they force you to sacrifice everything; and worst of all, they subjugate your psyche, directing your thoughts and feelings in a false direction.”

Gzer Bu-Yam was silent for a long time, then Rodis began to tell about the unprecedented oppression of the Kzhi.

"All this," he said, "is erased from history, and has survived only by word of mouth."

Fai learned of poisonings on a mass scale at a time when production on a depleted planet did not require the former amount of workers. And vice versa, about forced artificial insemination in eras when women refused to give birth to children due to premature death.

Scientists have always helped rulers. They invented terrible weapons, poisons, degraded food and entertainment, confused people with cunning words, distorted the truth. This instilled distrust and hatred of the Dzhi in people, the desire to insult them, beat them, or simply kill them as minions of the oppressors. The Kzhi do not understand their language, individual words mean something quite different to them than to the Dzhi.

"As for the speech, you are to blame," said Rodis. "There was a time on Earth when, with a large number of languages ​​and different cultural levels, individual words had completely different meanings. Even within a single language, in different social strata. And yet we managed to overcome a difficult situation when we united Earth's humanity into a single family. Strive for clarity and purity of words, and you will always agree with Dzhi."

"What to agree on? Their truth is not our truth!”

"So? The truth of life is gained through the millennial experience of a nation. But the rapid changes in the life of a technologically advanced civilization complicate the path to the truth, making it unstable as on overly sensitive scales that cannot come to a state of equilibrium. It was not possible to find the truth common to most people with the help of exact sciences, because the criteria for its definition were not established. The criteria, or the measure, proved in some periods to be more important for the development of society than the truth itself. Our ancestors on Earth already knew this several millennia ago: in Greece, India, China...” Fai thought for a moment and continued, “Seeing efforts have occurred since ancient times in the prophecies of the mentally ill, who intuitively understood the tremendous severity of the measure. In the Apocalypse, or the Revelation of St. John, one of the founders of the Christian faith, we read the words: And I looked, and behold, a crowed horse, and he who sat on it had a balance in his hand...

“The dream of a measure that would determine the real truth of humanity came true when electronic computers were invented. We have acquired the ability to estimate grief and joy, which is important for the harmony between feeling and duty. We have a tremendous organization working on this problem. We call it the Academy of Mountain and Joy. With your help, the Dzhi should set the criteria and find the truth, for which we must then fight together, and not be afraid of anything... Truth is justice at the same time, lies are born of fear. But don't insist too much on precise definitions. Remember that justice is a subjective concept, one tries to objectify it, but it is a ruler who appears to everyone in a different guise. Education to the truth cannot be shrouded in abstract formulations. It is above all heroism performed at all levels of life. Give up pointing fingers, cut off contact with those who betray the truth, be receptive only to good, pure thoughts, and you will gain personal invincibility in the fight against evil.”

With such patient persuasion, Fai Rodis wove thread after thread between the Dzhi and Kzhi members, impressively and impartially. Others were matters of personal contacts.

For the first time, Dzhi and Kzhi met as equal partners in the underground of the Temple of Time.

Tael was surprised by the shrewd judgement, the amazing understanding of learning and the interest in everything new in people that the Dzhi used to think of as a dull and passive part of humanity. The Kzhi understood new ideas even faster than the Dzhi, who, although they had trained thinking, were more ossified.

"Why didn't they try to gain knowledge, why did their development stop?" the engineer pondered in conversations with Fai. "It turns out they're no worse than us!"

"When you say they and theirs, you are making the biggest mistake. They are absolutely the same people that your society artificially selected and condemned to live in the conditions of a primitive struggle for existence. During their short life, only the most banal feelings develop in them, and Kzhi sink deeper and deeper under the weight of a disordered life. Similar to the people on Earth that went to the tropical forests tens of thousands of years ago and gave all their strength just to survive. Their members, generation after generation, degenerated intellectually, losing creative energy. Even the huge varieties of steppe elephants or the gigantic hippopotamuses of the mighty rivers of the Earth were dwarfed in the forests and turned into small species. Your 'prime forest' is a short life with the prospect of premature death in harsh overcrowded cities, with bad food and uninteresting work.”

"Yes, all in all, Kzhi are just a cheap intermediate between expensive machines," said Tael. “They will achieve neither mastery nor joy in creative work! Recently I was asked a question: You die sick and educated, we die young and stupid. What is worse for a person? I tried to explain to them that the bad work of any of us affects our defenseless brothers, parents and children, not the hated oppressors. They have the means to protect themselves. I think Kzhi understood me."

"And yet they have priority over Dzhi," said Rodis. “Look at the members of Gzer Bu-Yam's group. They need almost nothing, which makes them freer. I wish you could see Gzer Bu-Yama when he saw Evisa Tanet on the robot’s screen! With what pure childish joy he looked upon her! I have seen her, my dream, once more, and now I may die!' Here you have a rude, uneducated Kzhi!”

The robot called softly. Fai turned on the connection. Vir Norin appeared on the screen and said: "I would like to bring Su-Te to you."

"Yes. For security reasons, I will come underground.”

“I'm waiting for you.” 

When the Torman saw Rodis, she let out a sharp and short sigh, as if stuttering. Giving her both hands, Rodis pulled the girl close and looked into the honest face that looked up at her.

“You are the ruler of the Earthlings...? Silly me for even asking,” said Su-Te, kneeling in front of Fai. 

She laughed loudly and lifted the girl slightly. The Torman's lips quivered, tears began to roll down her cheeks like peas.

"Tell him... He says it's not like that, and I don't understand it. What good will I be to an Earthly man if you are like that? Great Serpent, I'm just a yellow Sha-Hik bird compared to the women of Earth!”

"I will tell him," Rodis replied seriously, settling the girl down and taking her hand.

She was silent for a long time. Su-Te gasped in annoyance and Rodis seemed to wake up.

“You are sensitive and sensible, Su-Te, that's why I won't hide anything from you. Vir dear, you have been lucky, if you can talk about luck, to get a chance in a million. She is not a goddess, but a being of another genus, she is a fairy. Those tiny creatures embodied goodness and always enjoyed special sympathy in Earthly fairy tales.”

"Why strange?" Su-Te asked quietly.

"The goddess represented the heroic element, protected the hero and almost always led him to a glorious death. The fairy was the heroine of ordinary life, a companion giving man joy, tenderness and encouragement to noble deeds. Such a fairy-tale division reflected the dreams and aspirations of people in the past. And to find a fairy here, on Tormance?! What will you do, my poor Norin?”

“Why poor? If only I could take her with me, but she says it's impossible.”

“She's right, the little wise woman.”

“I understand and agree. But another, diametrically different way out is possible..."

"Vir!" exclaimed Rodis. "This is Tormance, after all, a planet of suffering, immersed in a deep inferno!"

Vir Norin suddenly became enraged and, like a true Torman, began to curse the inferno, the Tormans, and human destiny in Torman speech, which abounded in similar curses. Su-Te jumped up startled, but Rodis wrapped her arms around her slim waist and held her in place.

"It is nothing. That's what happens to men when they get angry with themselves for their own indecision.”

"I have decided!"

"Perhaps I would do the same if I were you, Vir,” Rodis agreed unexpectedly and continued in Earth language, “You will perish, but you will be of great use and make her happy for a few months, maybe even a few years. Take care! She will die when your end comes. She is not afraid of death. The worst thing for her is to be without you. Only Torman women can show so much courage and perseverance in love, as well as indifference to everything that happens to them. Where are the calculations for the return journey?”

"With Menta Kor. We already prepared them at the time of the tour around Tormance.”

"We will miss you, Vir!"

"What about me! But I hope to live to see the arrival of the next beam starship and see, if not you, then other of my compatriots.”

“Go Vir. We will see each other more than once in the remaining time. Maybe you'll change your mind by then...”

“No!” he said so firmly that Su-Te, who did not understand the words, flinched. She guessed the gist of the two Earthlings' conversation with a woman's subtle instinct, and tears welled up in her eyes as Fai parted with both of them with a long kiss.

Shortly after the meeting with Rodis, Vir appeared at the Physico-Technical Institute, which was the largest in the capital and absorbed almost every capable scientist on the planet. Engineer Tael pointed out to Vir that he could speak more freely in the "workshop" here than anywhere else. He attached great importance to the upcoming conversation.

Those present settled themselves according to the strict order of the scientific hierarchy. In the front, closer to the presiding group, sat excellent scientists, honored by the government. Many had the purple emblem of the planet Yan-Yakh, wrapped around a golden serpent, glittering on their chests. Behind the dignified and deserving, representatives of the middle category sprawled carelessly, and at the end of the hall crowded the youth, whose members were allowed here only in limited numbers.

"We know about your appearance at the Medical-Biological Institute," said the chairman of the assembly, an austere bilious man. “But there you withheld judgment about our science. We understand the tact of Earthlings, but here you can speak freely and evaluate our science as it truly deserves.”

"Again, I know too little to be able to sum up the findings and compare them."

"Then acquaint us with the Earthly ideas of the arrangement of the cosmos," suggested the man with the order of the "Serpent and the Planets" and who had large green lenses over his eyes.

Vir submitted to the wishes of his listeners.

He told about the special helicoidal structure of the universe, about the worlds of Shakti and Tamas, about the complex surface of force fields subject to the law of five-axis ellipsoidal structures, about the triadic nature of large and small waves of development, about the spirally asymmetric theory of probabilities instead of the linearly symmetrical one that is traditional in the science of Yan-Yakh and can't do without a higher being. Vir Norin talked about the victory over space and time after unraveling the mysteries of the limiting mass of stars, known since long ago to scientists on Yan-Yakh and Earthlings as the Chandrasekhar and Schwarzschild quantities, and especially after correcting the error in the Kruskal diagram, when the idea of ​​the antiworld as a perfectly symmetrical counterpart ended our world. In fact, there is an asymmetry of helicoidal displacement between Tamas and Shakti, and the quasar explosion may not be a reflection of stellar collapse in Tamas.

The most difficult thing was to deal with the idea that the universe is closed in itself and in time, that it is eternal and infinite. Mathematical definitions, such as the Lorentz transformation, did not solve anything, they only complicated the problem, without helping human thinking to overcome all possible self-contained systems, spheres and time circles, which only reflected the chaos of infernal experience without a way out. Only when man has conquered the infernal circles, when he has understood that there is no closure but an endlessly unfolding helicoid, then, as an Indian sage said, he can spread his swan wings and rise from the stormy course of time to the sapphire lake of eternity.

“... It was then that we gained our psychic powers and powers of foresight that amaze you so much, and were able to construct the beam starship when we understood the anisotropic structure of the universe. Beam star flights rush along the axes of the helicoids instead of tracing the path of an infinitely long spiral. And the scientific imagination, which examines the world by logically straightforward methods, resembles just such a spiral, endlessly bumping up against the insurmountable dam of Tamas. It is only at an early age, before the opinion system is definitively adjusted, that the abilities of a rectilinear ray, which were previously considered supernatural, such as clairvoyance, teleacceptance and telekinesis, as well as the ability to choose from several options the one that will come true in the future, erupt in a person. We on Earth try to develop the abilities I've talked about here before puberty.

“The development of life is also subject to the same general regularity, which necessarily leads to the birth of thought everywhere, in different time planes. This requires a constant internal environment of the organism as well as the ability to accumulate and store information. In other words, independence from external conditions is necessary to the greatest extent possible, because absolute independence is unattainable.

“In order for a thinking being to arise, the upward spiral of evolution winds ever tighter, as the corridor of possible conditions continually narrows. Very complex organisms develop, one more and more similar to the other, even if they arise in different spatial points. A thinking organism necessarily manifests itself distinctly as an individual, in contrast to an integral member of society at a pre-thinking stage of development, such as an ant, a termite, a bee and other animals, adapted to a collective existence. The qualities of the thinking individual are to some extent antagonistic to the social needs of mankind. Whether we like it or not, this is how Earthly man came into being, and therefore you too. This is not exactly a favorable condition for rooting out the inferno, but when we understood contingency, we arrived at the absolute necessity of another, now conscious winding of the spiral by limiting individual dispersion and efforts, that is, we recognized the necessity of external discipline as the dialectical opposite of internal freedom.

“If, instead of winding up the spiral, dispersion and release occurs in society, a lot of anarchist individuals will appear, and the consequences will also be seen in creative work. In science at Yan-Yakh, its undisciplined character is especially visible, and as a result, the inability to find the right path. The individual effects lack the harmony of a musical composition, attuned to humanity's most basic needs...” Vir Norin didn't finish his sentence, then said, “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to touch on social issues, but apparently we of Earth can't think other than keeping peace in mind joy and creative human work!”

The Tormantian scientists received the conclusion of Norin's speech with grim silence. They sat and did not express their feelings with a single word or gesture, until Vir, a little surprised by the audience's reaction, came down from the chair. After all, already at the beginning of his sociological formulations, he began to sense the growing dislike of the audience. He bowed and left the hall.

With his whole being he felt the inveterate hostility of the privileged listeners. No sooner had he closed the door behind him than he heard a disordered noise, turning into a scream. Of course, no one escorted him, and Vir, who was impatient for farewell ceremonies, was even a little glad to save time and see Su-Te sooner. In half an hour he arrived at the house where he lived. A vague fear began to arise in his soul that something bad would ripen in his future destiny, which is connected with the appearance at the Institute of Physics and Technology. Yes, he made an impression on the scientist, but what? He did not behave as he should, he did not manage to stay within the "pure" science of Yan-Yakh. But Tael was stressing that it was the right way... He had to talk to Rodis, she could see further into the future than he could.

The dark foreboding feelings disappeared instantly when he saw Su-Te. He never knew how much true happiness could be experienced on the edge of danger in such a tiny room. The Torman's face glowed with self-sacrificing love, and the Earthman felt how precious her every gesture was to him, the small wrinkles when she laughed, the way she walked, and the strange gentle voice that was neither deep nor high, neither sonorous nor too loud. Su-Te was always able to bring something new and unexpected into our joint conversations.

Radiant with joy, she would suddenly fall into thoughts full of apprehensions about the future, and after moments of passionate ecstasy, she would sink pensively into her own interior. Sometimes with absent eyes she looked at Vir as an abyss of life into which she is willing to throw herself body and soul, to give everything to her last breath. Over time, the specter of a dark future rose before her, a feeling penetrated her that happiness with a strange stranger from interstellar space was fragile and beyond her understanding.

At such moments, she rushed to the astronaut, pressed herself to him motionless, with her eyes closed and her breath held.

Su-Te often sang. She usually started out feeling and sad, but then moved with passion to complex rhythmic dance compositions. She confided in Vir her childhood dreams and told him about the experiences of her youth with such a refined sense of observation that not every Earthling possessed.

Then she sang again, looking into the future like a dark river, flowing slowly into the unknown. And Vir wished at that moment to forget everything so that he could stay with her generous love as long as possible and devote himself to her to the end. But it was an impossible dream. The situation on a foreign planet was too complicated, where the astronaut became a catalyst for the growing forces of resistance and the struggle for human existence, for the exit from hell! He has to go through another difficult moment when the starship flew off to his home planet with all his friends. Waiting bothered Vir, even though he still had quite a few days of working with Rodis and frequent meetings with the starship crew on the robot’s screen.

So Vir Norin thought, but he was wrong.

As soon as he left the institute, a dwarfish man with skin so yellow that it resembled a sick man disappeared from the crowd of debaters. However, he was quite healthy, belonging only to the ethnic group of inhabitants from the high latitudes of the Front Hemisphere. Nar-Jang had already earned a two-part name when he became a famous astrophysicist.

Now he hastened quickly to the office on the third floor of the institute, closed the door, lit a light, and began to count. His face contorted into a sarcastic smile for a moment, then melted into mischievous glee. He finally grabbed the notes and went to the audience hall of the Council of Four, where there was a conference room for conversations with the most responsible dignitaries on urgent matters of state importance.

An exalted “Snake” appeared on the plastic screen. Nar-Jang, enraged by his discovery, demanded to be united with the ruler. The secret he revealed is so big and important that he can only confide it to Choyo Chagas himself.

From the depths of the screen, the “Snake Carrier” studied the astrophysicist for a long time, thinking about something, and finally a hint of a smile crossed his evil, sly face: "Good! You will have to wait, I hope you understand that."

"Of course, I understand."

"Then wait!"

The screen turned off, Nar-Jang settled comfortably in the chair and indulged in ambitious dreams. For such a report, he will be honored with the order of the "Snake and the Planets", the title of "Convinced Serpent", he will be given a great house on the coast of the Equatorial Sea. And Gae Od-Timfift, the famous dancer he has long sought, will be more accommodating...

The door flew open noisily. Two “Purples" burst into the room. Behind them flashed a pale warden from the reception room. Before the astrophysicist could recover, he was pulled from his chair and dragged towards the exit with his hands twisted behind his back. Startled and indignant, Nar-Jang screamed for help and threatened to complain to Choyo Chagas himself.

A blow to the head that caused his eyes to go dark interrupted his outpourings. He only recovered in the car, which was bouncing along the uneven road towards the mountain at a maddening speed. The scientist tried to ask the people holding him where and why they were taking him. A thorough shelf put an end to his questions.

They pushed him out of the car in front of the abandoned gate of a dark gray house surrounded by a metal wall. Nar-Jang's heart fluttered in a mixture of fear and relief. The residents of the capital were afraid of the residence of Gen Shih, the first and most terrible assistant of Choyo Chagas. They trotted the astrophysicist into the basement. Nar-Jang must have narrowed his eyes in astonishment in the brightly lit room. Just a moment was enough for the guards to cut the pins from his clothes, tear off his belt and tear his shirt from bottom to top. The smooth, somewhat thin scientist turned into a poor jerk, holding his sagging pants with his hands. A kick in the back, and shaking with fear and fury, he found himself at the large table behind which Gen Shi was sitting.

The second ruler of the planet smiled amiably and Nar-Jang's confidence returned.

"My people were too zealous," said Gen Shi. "I see you didn't follow my order exactly," he turned to the “Purples". "You weren't supposed to bring in a criminal, but an important witness."

Gen Shi paused, watched the yellow astrophysicist for a moment, and then said quietly: “Come on, give us your news! I hope you decided to disturb the ruler for a really serious reason, otherwise you understand...”

Nar-Jang, starting to recover a bit, curled his toes chillingly at Gen Shi's smile. "The news is so important that I will tell it only to the Great One!" he said firmly.

“The Great One has work to do and has ordered that no one disturb him for two days. So speak, and pretty quickly!”

“I would like to see the ruler. He gets angry if I tell anyone else,” the scientist lowered his eyes.

"I'm not just anyone to you," Gen Shi said ominously, "and I don't advise you to stubbornly stand your ground."

Nar-Jang was silent, trying to overcome his fear. He dares not do anything to him as long as he has his secret. Otherwise it would perish with him. The astrophysicist shook his head silently. He was afraid that words would betray his fear. Gen Shi just as silently started smoking a long pipe and pointed to the corner of the room with the burning end.

In an instant, the "Purples" jumped at Nar-Jang and tore off his pants. Other guards pulled back the cover from the object in the corner of the room.

Gen Shi got up lazily and walked over to the crude wooden statue of an umaaga.

These animals were now almost extinct on Yan-Yakh and were previously used for riding or for fur coats. The umaaga's mouth held its teeth in an animalistic grin, its back wedged into a sharp wedge.

One "Purple" asked: "Sit normally, Lord or...?"

"Or else!" replied Gen Shi. “He's stubborn and it takes time to sit normally. I'm in a hurry."

The "Purple" nodded and put the handle on the forehead of the wooden cattle and started turning it. The wedge-shaped back slowly opened like a trap.

"Now put the stirrups on him!" Gen Shi said calmly and released a cloud of smoke.

Even before the guards caught him, Nar-Jang understood his fate. A rumor had long been circulating among the people about Gen Shi's predecessor Gir Bao and his terrible invention, with the help of which they forced any confession from men. They were seated on the umaaga and the wooden jaws on their backs slowly began to rise. Wild horror broke the astrophysicist's resistance and human dignity. With a cry of "I will tell everything," he crawled to Gen Shi's feet, pressed himself to the floor, and begged for mercy.

“Stirrups down!” ordered the ruler. "Pick him up and put him, no, not on the umaaga, in the chair!"

And Nar Jang, though he mentally cursed himself for the vile whistleblower, recounted shakily and stammering how in the morning the Earth guest had spoken at a meeting of the Institute of Physics and Technology, not knowing what advantages he had given the scientists of Yan-Yakh by painting them a picture of the universe.

"Were you the only smart one there?"

“I don't know...” The astrophysicist trailed off.

"You may call me 'Great'," Gen Shi said indulgently.

"I don't know, Great One. I immediately went to draw and calculate.”

"So what...?"

"The starship arrived from an unimaginable cosmic distance. It would take at least a thousand years for a message to reach Earth from there, two thousand years would take the exchange of signals.”

“That means?!” Gen Shi exclaimed half-questioningly.

“That means no other starships will arrive... After all, I was present as an advisor during the talks with the Earthlings... And one more thing...," Nar Jang blurted out hastily, "the pretentious meeting of the Earth Council that allowed Yan-Yakh to be destroyed is a fraud, a mystification, a simple intimidation. They will not exterminate anyone from the face of the planet, they do not have the power to do so".

“Well, such things are possible even without a power of attorney, especially when they are far away from their masters,” Gen Shi mused aloud, and suddenly dug a finger into the scientist threateningly, “No one knows about this? You didn't mention it to anyone?”

"No, no, I swear by the Serpent, I swear by the White Stars!"

"Is that all you can tell me?"

“Everything!” Gen Shi's experienced ear picked up on the slight hesitation in the answer. He raised the crooked eyebrows of most of the planet's inhabitants several times and pierced the victim with a merciless gaze.

"It's a shame, but we still have to put you on the umaaga. Hey, grab him!”

"Wait!" Nar-Jang wailed desperately. "I said everything I could think of on my own. Just... Will you have mercy and release me, Great One?”

"Well?" Gen Shi snapped, breaking the last remnants of the scientist's will.

“I overheard a conversation between two of our physicists, by chance, I swear by the Serpent! Looks like they've solved the mystery of the Earthlings' shielding field. It cannot be overcome with sharp blows, bullets or explosions. The stronger the blow, the greater the rebound force. However, if it is split open by the slow onslaught of a polarized cascade beam, then it will give way. One of them said he wanted to try out his quantum generator, which he had recently built as a working model.”

"Names?"

"Du Ban-La and Niu-Ke."

"Is that all now?"

“Absolutely everything, big one. I don't know anything more. I swear..."

"You can go. Give him the needle and the cloak and take him where he needs to go.”

The “Purples" approached Nar-Jang, who was putting on his pants.

“Send two more to take care of the physicists. No, just take Du Ban-La. Women make too much noise and they are more obstinate. Anyway, there is a special saddle for them!”

The “Purple" elder bowed and disappeared through the door.

The others led the scientist all the way to the exit. No sooner had he crossed the threshold than an officer in black, standing silently to the side, fired a long needle from an air pistol into the back of the man's neck. The needle entered silently between the base of the skull and the first vertebra, ending Nar-Jang's life before he could realize that any terms, pleas or deals with the criminals were impossible.

With a flick of his finger, Gen Shi dismissed the officer in black and went into the next room, where there were counters and intercom screens. He turned the blue clamp and called Kando Lelufa, aka Ka Lufa, the third member of the Council who kept the planet's financial records. He was a small fat man in a great suit. He resembled a Zeta Ugo, but had a large chin, a small mouth, and a squeaky voice.

"Kando, you will have to cancel your visits," Gen Shi stated without further ado. “Come to me immediately, we will run one operation from here. We have a rare opportunity to realize our intention...”

Less than half an hour had passed, and both members of the Council, pipes in their mouths, were discussing the insidious plan.

From time to time, Choyo Chagas retreated to secret rooms in his palace. Even Gen Shi did not know what the underground halls beneath the tower hid. This time the ruler was only absent for a day and a night, which meant that the planet would be in the hands of Gen Shi and his companion for at least another twenty-four hours. A lot can be done in that time!

The plan was simple: they decided to imprison Fai Rodis and Vir Norin, torture them into saying whatever they ordered on television, and then eliminate them as quickly as possible. The Earthlings would not engage in battle with the entire planet.

However, it would be excellent to involve the starship in the action, if they force the commander of the expedition by torture to order to strike the Gardens of Coam and destroy Choyo Chagas as the culprit. The power of the ship was tremendous. Only a pit will remain from the palace, in which all the helpers and protectors of the ruler will perish, not to mention him himself. Then Gen Shi and Ka Luf will become the first rulers of the state without any particular upheaval and risk. What they will do with Zet Ugo remains to be seen! They clear out all the witnesses, including the fool Tael, who is not even fit to be a proper spy!

Deep underground shelters need to be established for the future. After all, terrestrial starships, once they have discovered a path, will surely fly again.

“I will order that anyone caught in the capital not be sent to the Temple of Sweet Death or to the outlying regions, but be made into an army of underground workers,” Gen Shi said.

"Great idea," Ka Luf hissed.

While the rulers upstairs were conniving, they dragged the battered Du Ban-La into the basement, who was still resisting.

He turned out to be a much tougher nut than the gullible informant Nar-Jang, and the “Purples" had to put him on the umaaga. Silenced by inhuman screams, drenched in sweat and tears, the physicist finally gave in and, accompanied by the entire convoy of tormentors, went to get his device.

When night fell, Fai descended into the underground, where a large joint meeting of the Dzhi and Kzhi was taking place. It was necessary to agree specifically on the next course of action in the fight. Rodis listened to the speakers, all the while wondering how she could help Vir Norin and his lovely fairy Su-Te. She had no doubts about how all the Earth Councils would decide. They won't send the Tormance on an expedition until the seeds planted by the Dark Flame people sprout, or at worst, until it's clear that the Hour of the Bull is not over and the demons continue to rule the planet. No one will repeat the mistakes of the ancient colonizers of the Earth, who settled in foreign lands without knowing the history, psychology or customs of the original inhabitants, especially if the occupied peoples had their own highly developed culture.

It would not be a bad idea to arrange with Chagas to leave Vir Norin on the local planet legally as a historian, observer and correspondent until the arrival of the next ship. Even better might be the excuse that the supposedly summoned starship has been delayed and the astronavigator will stay behind to communicate with the crew. This will guarantee Vir a peaceful life at least for a while...

A sense of dire danger suddenly arose from the surrounding darkness, and suddenly rose like ominous clouds driven by a violent gale. A sensitive psyche warned Fai. For the first time in her entire time on Tormance, she felt a deadly terror wash over her.

Enemies were close. Both the interest in the meeting and the thought of Vir had weakened her normal sensitivity, so she was an hour late, maybe more. She called Tael and confided in him her concerns.

The engineer looked at her intently and a chill ran down his spine. The Earthling's kind, almost tender caution has given way to menacing decisiveness, impregnable movement and thought reactions. The will vibrated in her like a taut string and was reflected in the feelings of the people around her.

Rodis advised them to split up the two main and remote corridors. She preliminarily checked them mentally to see if it was a trap. No one was allowed to fall into the clutches of the “Purples", otherwise a terrible thread of persecution would begin to unravel. Then she hurried upstairs accompanied by Tael, focusing all her will on the call to Vir Norin. Minutes passed, but she didn't get an answer.

"I'll try to contact the ruler," she told Tael at the bottom of the stairs that led to her bedroom.

"You mean Choyo Chagas?" asked the engineer, out of breath from his quick walk.

"Yes, I don't want to discuss anything with the others. They are not only irresponsible, but they hate Chagas."

“The Great and Punishing Serpent! After all, Choyo Chagas is not here, and now I understand..."

"What?" A memory flashed through Fai's mind of a secret storehouse of things brought from Earth.

"He withdrew to a secret residence for two days and two nights and handed over the reigns as usual to Gen Shi."

"So they want to get us in the absence of Choyo Chagas! Torture to force us to do something for them, and then just kill us so that the starship can punish Chagas, that's clear as day. Tael, dear, save Vir Norin. Take the robot from the shrine, move it somewhere further and connect with him. He's at home, I can wake him up, and you decide where to hide. Quick, Tael, we must not delay. First of all, they try to get me. Faster! I will also call him from my room.”

"And you, Rodis? What will happen if they succeed?”

“My plan is simple. I'm going to defend myself with the nine-legged protective field until I can talk to the starship. Give me the coordinates of the place in the abandoned garden where the discoid landed when Chedi was injured. It takes an hour and a half to prepare the discoid. Then about twenty minutes before Grif Rift arrives. The battery in the robot is enough for five hours of continuous shelling. After you hide Norin, return with the nine-legged machine and wait for me at the exit of the fourth corridor. I order the robot to self-destruct once it starts running low on batteries and go down while they rampage around. Don't worry, I'll direct the blast upwards so it doesn't damage the building and reveal an underground passage. It will come in handy.”

"I'm not afraid of anything except...," the engineer choked back a sob that escaped his throat. "I'm worried about you, Rodis, my star, my support, my love! Something terrible is coming!'

Fai herself struggled with a terrifying sadness that pressed upon her from the surrounding darkness, piercing her resilient psyche like a sharp wedge. Apparently her feelings were transferred to the Torman.

“Go, Tael. You could miss Norin.”

“Let me go up with you. It's all about two minutes. I have to make sure they haven't found your room.”

"They won't succeed. I barricaded the entrance, as I always do when I go underground.”

Very carefully they moved the panel away in Fai's dark bedroom. Placing a finger to her lips, Rodis crept to the door to the other room and heard the hum of the robot. She looked out.

The door from the corridor was thrown open and a lot of people in black cloaks, hoods and gloves crowded around. It was a nocturnal punitive expedition. The wide corridor between the rooms on the upper floor was teeming with “Purples”, their blurred figures looming across the protective field. The guards in the back were carefully running and dragging something heavy, the front stood motionless in a line, not trying to shoot or attack.

Rodis retreated unnoticed into the bedroom.

"Hurry, Tael!"

The engineer advanced to the open entrance and looked back. All his devotion, respect, and love for Fai showed on his face with the urgency of a farewell.

Rodis wrapped her arms around the engineer and kissed him with such ravishing sensation that he felt dizzy. For a moment, Tael remembered the films about Earth, about a slightly cold and tender Earthly love, to which a burning passion is connected in a strange way...

He was already descending the steep staircase into the impenetrable darkness underground when Rodis jumped up, turned the ledge and closed the opening in the wall.

The capital fell asleep early and at this hour there was perfect silence in the Dzhi blocks. Vir woke up suddenly.

From Su-Te's room, he could hear the regular breathing of the sleeper. An inaudible voice urged him from the darkness: “Vir, Vir, wake up! Wake up, Vir! Danger!"

He jumped up and shook off his sleep in an instant. "Rodis! What happened?”

He woke up Su-Te, ran to his room, turned on the nine-footer, and saw Fai's dark bedroom. In a few seconds the apparition disappeared and Tael appeared...

Terror and wonder gripped Su-Te as she rode the nine-legged horse headlong through the dark streets of the Center of Wisdom. Only one person could fit on the robot dome. Vir took the girl in his arms. The fantastic interplay of the organism and movement reactions, as well as a perfect sense of balance, helped the Earthling to stay on the small machine, rushing at maximum speed.

At the crossroads outside the city, the astronavigator stopped. Following Tael's advice, he slowly walked around a large circle and sprayed the ground with a special compound the engineer had once brought him.

The invention, unknown to the rulers, was able to paralyze the olfactory nerves for a long time. Now the dogs are no longer dangerous if they let them go on the trail. It was only two kilometers to where the discoid had landed.

At that time, Rodis came out of the bedroom and the enemies observed her through the transparent screen. They started running around, pointing at her and signaling to those behind them. Fai intensified the field, the wall enveloped the moving figures, and the corridor plunged into darkness.

Invisible to her pursuers, Fai contacted her starship. Menta Kor was sitting there by the panel, on which only two green lights of the Earthlings and the third of Tael were shining. She immediately woke up Grif Rift. He appeared after a few seconds. An alarm signal sounded through the starship. The entire crew immediately began preparing the discoid, the last of the three they had brought back from Earth. Worried, Rift leaned over the counter and begged Fai not to wait any longer and descend into the underground immediately.

“The nine-footer is enough without you. For a long time I was afraid of something similar, and I did not cease to be amazed at your game with Choyo Chagas.”

"That's not his job."

“It’s even worse. The more worthless those who hold the government now, the more dangerous they are. I'm flying in, I won't waste a second. Good heavens, you'll be on a ship at last, and not in Torman Hell!”

“There are plenty of people here who are no worse than us. And they are condemned to live here from birth to death! It's a terrible thought. I'm very worried about Vir.”

"There he is. He sits under the trees near where the disc lands. Get out as fast as you can!”

“I'm going, don't disconnect, watch the room. I would like to know how long my faithful nine-legged friend will last. I will only say goodbye to her from the Dark Flame.”

Rodis took the scroll of notes she hadn't yet sent to the starship from the table and headed for the bedroom. There was a shriek so shrill that Fai froze for a moment.

A red-hot wedge of an unknown mechanism protruded from the dark screen of the protective field like a monster's mouth. It tore through the protective wall, blasting open the bedroom door with a whizzing beam and threw Rodis toward the window where the nine-legged man was standing.

Grif Rift pressed the edge of the counter and brought his face, contorted with fear, closer to the screen.

"Rodis! Rodis!” he tried to shout over the screeching and hissing of the beam, behind which a strange device, pushed by black figures from Gen Shi's punitive expedition, slid into the room.

"Beloved, my heavens, tell me what shall I do?"

Fai Rodis knelt in front of the nine-footer and brought her head closer to the backup microphone: “Too late, Grif! It's over for me. Commander, friend, I beg you, I beg you, I command you not to retaliate! Do not commit violence! We must not sow hatred and terror among the people of Tormance instead of a clear dream for Earth. Do not help those who came to kill with the image of a punishing god, which was the oldest invention of man. Don't make our sacrifices useless! Fly away! Home! Do you hear that, Rift? I'm ordering a launch!”

Rodis didn't even have time to console herself with the memory of dear Earth. She hadn't forgotten the bad Torman surgeons who like to revive, and she knew she couldn't die an ordinary death. Turning the handle, she timed the robot to explode after one minute had passed, then with a mighty effort of will she stopped her heart and fell onto the nine-legged machine.

With a triumphant shout, Gen Shi's black men burst into the room and stood in front of the Earthling's body for the minute they had left in their lives...

For the first time in his long life, the beam starship commander howled in pain and anger. Fai's green light on the board of life went out. But where her nine-footer one stood, a pillar of blinding blue fire shot up into the black sky, carrying the ashes of Fai's charred body into the upper atmosphere, where the equatorial air current would carry it further around the planet.

Epilogue

The film about the expedition to Tormance had long since ended, but the pupils continued to sit petrified under the weight of impressions. The teacher knew that the psyche of the youth in the United Hands era was resilient enough, and he gave them time to sense the recording from the star crystal of the memory machine. The first to recover were Kimi and Puna, who were always the smartest.

“But what happened to the crew of the Dark Flame?” Puna asked.

"You read about it in many novels and you can even see several movies about other fates of the astronauts who returned," replied the teacher.

“But what happened on Tormance? How did it go with Vir Norin and Tael? Did the starship launch immediately after the death of Rodis and leave everything to fate? Our people couldn't do that!” Kimi argued.

"They couldn't!" agreed the teacher. "I was waiting for this question. I have an additional entry here, taken on the Dark Flame. It is short. I advise you to look at it now, while you have all the events fresh in your mind...”

Vir Norin switched to the starship a minute before the disaster and saw everything in the side section of his screen, as did Tael using Evisa's nine-pointer that he had taken from the sanctuary.

Tael dropped to the stone floor of the building where he waited for Fai. The robot's signal made him stand up. Vir Norin demanded that he immediately get him a hooded black garment like the "punishers".

“What do you want to do, Vir? Fai Rodis, the only one in the whole world, no longer exists!”

“But there is a device that killed her. I have no doubt they only have one. Otherwise they would kill both of us at the same time. Tael, my friend, be an Earthman! Act! I'm coming to you."

A tearful Su-Te remained by the dilapidated walls of the old garden building under the protection of the nine-footed, waiting for Vir.

When Vir ran to Zeta Uga's laboratory, Tael was already waiting for him with his robes. The astronavigator descended underground. He passed the gallery leading to the fifth temple and boldly walked out into the square to the Monument of Almighty Time. At the main gate of the temple, the “Purples" in their usual uniforms dispersed the crowds of residents awakened by the explosion. Oncoming pedestrians dodged in fear of Vir. He forced himself not to look at the two executioners, who were standing in front of the gate. Barely visible silhouettes were running through the garden looking for someone. 

Unobserved, he made his way to the fifth temple, and, knowing its layout well, ascended the western staircase into the burning corridor, where at least fifty men in black uniforms had bought themselves as before. Slowly, as if involuntarily, the astronavigator moved along the wall and formed a clear picture from fragments of overheard sentences: "Why are we still waiting? He will come alone... Did they catch the other one...? Did they dispose of them? Eh, we're wasting time! Don't you see... that's the one whose device belonged to him... she killed himself!”

A headless torso lay next to the apparatus, half dragged into Fai's room. Apparently, the inventor no longer wanted to serve the rulers and stuck his head under the cutting beam.

"Hey, you there! What are you doing here? Come here!” a man with a silver snake sewn onto a black coat shouted at Vir. Apparently he was in charge here.

The astronavigator approached calmly and fixed his gaze on the cross-sections in the hood.

“Right, I ordered you to stand here! Don't let anyone near the machine, or you'll die a slow death in a vat of acid!”

Vir bowed and took a seat next to the machine, hunching his back so as not to reveal his height. He found an opportune moment and set up four cubes, connected by wires, in different places of the apparatus. Then he stood still for a while and returned the same way he had come to the temple.

To the astonishment and horror of the “punishers”, the carefully guarded apparatus suddenly began to glow of its own accord, starting a fire which they could hardly extinguish. All that remained of it was an untidy scrap of sintered metal, similar to sculptures from ancient times. Gen Shi was enraged and ordered the house where Vir Norin lived to be blown up. The building, undermined according to all the rules of engineering, could have buried not only an Earthling under its rubble, but at least three hundred other inhabitants, if Tael's friends had not taken them to safety in time. The engineer knew his rulers and their disdain for human life. The destruction of the building obliterated Vir's tracks in the Center of Wisdom. Now it was necessary to find a reliable shelter for the astronavigator and his companion. 

Meanwhile, Vir Norin was explaining to his friends on the starship why he was staying on Tormance. If before he hesitated and was not fully convinced of the correctness of his act, now all his doubts disappeared. Fai Rodis perished, unable to complete her noble mission, so he remains here to aid the Tormans. He was well aware that he could not replace Fai, that he was in mortal danger here, and most importantly, he was losing the beautiful Earth.

But he gained spiritual support on this planet, a foundation in foreign soil, comfort in great love. Vir pushed an embarrassed Su-Te towards the screen. She stood with eyes and nose swollen from tears, tiny, kind, and graceful.

The Earthlings understood that separation would not be tragic for him and dying for a grand purpose had never frightened the inhabitants of the Earth.

"Fill Fai's will, dear friends!" said Vir. “Remember her last words. Only the two of us heard them, Rift!”

“What words? Why are you silent?” Chedi asked, crying just like Su-Te. She stood aside from the others, pressed against Evisa Tanet. Both women were caught on video in this mournful pose, full of grief, and so the authors of the Dark Flame monument also immortalized them.

"You will learn everything from the recordings. I don't have enough strength to repeat the conversation. But you must know the two last words of the commander of our expedition immediately: 'I order the launch!'"

Grif's Rift turned pale. He seemed to fall. Evisa rushed to the commander, but Grif pushed her away and straightened up.

"Vir, do you and Tael need anything?" he asked in a dead voice.

"Yes! Send us the latest discoid. Leave here all the films about Earth and the materials for making psychoanalysis dissectors and short memory inhibitors, all the spare batteries for the nine-footers and...,” the astronavigator's voice trailed off, “some Earth food and water. So that Torman friends can occasionally taste the taste of our world. In addition, as many medicines as possible that do not require special knowledge. That is all!"

"We'll begin preparations," said Grif Rift. "Make a place to land."

The commander touched the counter and the starship's control spheroid ignited with preliminary launch signals. Vir's heart was gripped by a violent longing. He silently bowed to his compatriots and turned off the nine-footer.

The starship cut off all contact with Tormance as if it were on a poison planet. The astronauts removed the exit corridors and walkways. The ship's smooth hull stood motionless in the hot air and in the darkness of the night like a mausoleum of fallen Earthlings. Inside, Olla Dez was sitting in front of the screens without changing. Her nimble hands and keen hearing awaited signals from Vir Norin or Tael, but neither responded. Even a person completely unfamiliar with Tormance could pick up hints of embarrassment and uneasiness in the planetary transmissions, despite the fact that there was not a word about the destruction of Rodis and the supposed death of Vir Norin. But God knows why Zet Ug gave a brief speech about the friendship between Earthlings and the inhabitants of Yan-Yakh.

Neither Gen Shi nor Ka Luf appeared on the broadcast. Chedi and Evisa explained to the other members of the crew that it is customary on the planet to hide all extraordinary events from people, especially when something happens "above", as the oligarchic top was popularly called.

Twenty-four hours passed. Out of nowhere, transmissions on all channels on the planet were interrupted. Choyo Chagas called the Dark Flame over the secret network, promising to explain the events and assuring the astronauts that he had taken the appropriate measures to track down and punish the culprits. No one answered him.

There was nothing to talk to him about. Asking him to take care of an astronavigator was putting Vir into the hands of people with no honor, no word, and no good intentions. Negotiate the return of the expedition, the delivery of medical and technical equipment, films and works of art? This contradicted the entire policy of oligarchic society. What kind of arrangements, when there was lawlessness on the planet, there were no councils of Honor and Law, no one cared about public opinion!

The ruler gave the order to call the starship until evening, then moved on to threats. Night fell and the silent dome of the giant spaceship continued to rise above the scrub on the coast. And yet the astronauts managed to see the Dark Flame from the outside one more time.

According to the galactic clock, eight hundred-thousandths of a second, which corresponded to approximately fourteen hours of Earth time, had passed after the broken connection with Vír Norin.

Olla Dez refused to leave her station, even though all the crew members wanted to replace her, when the preparations for sending the discoid and for the launch of the Dark Flame were finished. Only Menta Kor and Div Simbel continued to fine-tune the piloting equipment.

Grif Rift tried hard to push away the nagging thoughts of Rodis as he pondered the list of items loaded into the discoid. He tried not to leave out anything important, like they were leaving Vir on an uninhabited planet. The long break in communication was beginning to worry the commander. The thought of more victims of Earthlings or Torman friends was unbearable. But the capital remained steadfastly silent, and in the uncertainty, time dragged tiresomely even for Earthlings trained in patience.

Rift began to consider whether to answer Choyo Chagas and inquire cautiously about Tael's fate, when finally a signal sounded and Vir Norin appeared on the screen... 

The bloodhounds of the "Purples" did uncover the underground in the Temple of Time, only to find it empty, and the trace-destroying compound had done its work. The architects discovered an extensive shelter on the outskirts of the capital, not far from a dry lake. There, on the primeval battlefield, let the autopilot discoid land.

Vir gave the coordinates and stepped aside. Engineer Tael bowed deeply to his Earth friends and brought the two stereo images closer to the transmitter on the robot. Without Norin's explanation, the astronauts would not have recognized the two dead dignitaries, sitting in magnificent black chairs, their faces contorted with horror. Horrible Yan-Yakh knives protruded from the twisted bodies, which could not be pulled from the wound. Gen Shi and Ka Luf were deservedly punished without waiting for the trial and investigation led by Choyo Chagas, before whom they would have been able to wriggle. Hundreds of slavishly obedient people had confused the ruler with a bunch of lies. But other judges intervened, the Gray Angels, who once again and powerfully resumed their activity.

"Twenty more of the main culprits have been killed," the engineer informed with wicked satisfaction.

"What do you gain from that?" asked Grif Rift.

"It was necessary. We must be systematic and absolutely ruthless in our defense against lawlessness, lies and meanness. You cannot imagine how much human waste has accumulated here for many centuries, when the best inhabitants of the planet were exterminated and survived mainly by superficial spineless souls, whistleblowers, cutthroats and oppressors! We have to follow that, not blindly imitate you. When thousands of “Snake Bearers” and their “Purple” servants begin to perish secretly and without glory, high state positions will cease to be attractive. We have learned a lot from Rodis and all of you, but we have to work out the forms of fighting ourselves. The beautiful images of the Earth and the powerful mind of Vir Norin will be our support on the long journey. We cannot find the words to thank you, brothers! But this memory will always be with us.” Tael showed a picture of the Dark Flame, taken with a telephoto lens from the hills near the starship.

Olla Dez immediately photographed him. Su-Te came into view and was saying something to Vir Norin.

"Discoid landed a hundred meters away!" cried the astronavigator, adding almost inaudibly, "That's all now."

Tael, Su-Te and Vir stood in front of the nine-legged robot. Eight Earthlings lined up to say goodbye. Chedi broke the silence with a shout: "We're coming, Vir, we're definitely coming!"

“When the Hour of the Bull ends...! We'll see to it as soon as possible," replied Vir Norin. "However, if the demons of the night hold back the dawn and Earth does not receive a message from us, let the next starship arrive in a hundred Earth years."

Vir raised his right hand to the signal bracelet. The screen of the starship televideo phone went black and muted.

At the same time, the astronavigator's green light went out on the life panel. The single eye that shone there did not belong to the Earthling, but to Tael the Torman. And it burned on, as a symbol of the established friendship between the two planets.

The Dark Flame's return trip was much more difficult than the flight to Tormance, proving once again that beam star flight was far from perfect and safe. The spacecraft deviated from the calculated path for unknown reasons.

Instead of falling perpendicularly from the high latitudes of the Galaxy to the eighth turn of its spiral, it penetrated through three spiral arms and ascended at the edge of our star island Shakti into a belt of X-ray or neutron suns of such unimaginable density that a cubic centimeter of their mass would weigh a hundred million tons on Earth. Where the supporting pillars of massive matter met the densest parts of Tamas, the special material vortices of the Shakti world burned. In them, as in bottomless funnels, the radiation, absorbed by Tamas, swirled and seemingly moved away. The vortices spread out on the periphery of the Galaxy, as if in opposition to the matter of our universe. The phenomenon remained unexplained for a long time. At the time of the first acquaintance with the marginal zones of the Shakti world, the funnel-shaped formations were called quasars. The complex structure of the outer regions of the Galaxy and Metagalaxy was not explained in the writings of the return of the Dark Flame. The disciples understood only the terrible danger in which the ship found itself.

They saw short onboard recordings of the memory machine on the starship on the televideophone. The emaciated Menta Kor, overworked from round-the-clock duty without relief, Commander Grif Rift, who had not slept for weeks, the tormented pilots and computing engineers Diva Simbel and Sol Sajin. Each of them had their own "bodyguard". Sola looked after Eviz, Simbel Chedi, Rift Olla Dez. Nella Cholli was able to monitor the indicators of biological protection and also nurse Menta Kor, feed her, water her, massage her and put her to sleep in moments of respite.

The Dark Flame tore itself out of the outer force zone unharmed, but with a great loss of energy. The second slide down the edge of the chasm was more successful, and the starship broke into the twenty-sixth region of the eighth spiral branch, from which there were about three months of travel to Earth. He landed on the well-known Revat Plateau, from where it had started for Tormance eleven months ago.

"Every Earthling knows what happened on Earth after the spaceship landed, and it wouldn't be new to you either," said the teacher, turning off the videophone and standing as if waiting for something.

"The deadline set by Vir Norin is over!" Kimi suddenly realized, supported by his other classmates. "Time to send a beam starship to the Tormans!"

"Why was nothing done?” shouted Ajoda. "And no one contacted the Astronautics Board?"

With a mischievous smile, the teacher watched the young people disperse. Finally he raised his hand, the arguments died down, and all eyes turned to him.

“Last year you were in the Namib desert, therefore you missed an event that excited the whole planet. Once again, as three hundred years ago, the Cephean beam starship flew its usual cosmic route around Tormance, summoned by signals from the automatic station on the planet's moon. In the code of the Great Circle, the automaton implored all spaceships flying towards the twenty-sixth region in the eighth branch of the Galaxy to land on the planet and take messages with them...”

“For us, for Earth?” Puna jumped. "And the starship took them?"

"Yes. What beam starship could refuse to receive a call at such vast distances, accessible only to them?”

"What did the message contain?" the students asked in unison.

"I don't know. It is written in the Tormantian language and is being translated and verified in Earth’s study laboratory. It is an extensive account of everything that has happened on Tormance for a century and more, a hundred and thirty years. But I have three stereo images here for you...”

" And you didn't say anything?" Ajoda gave the teacher a reproachful look with blazing black eyes.

“I remained silent as long as necessary, now you are ready to understand them," replied the teacher with complete calmness.

The switch on the videophone clicked. Everyone recognized the square and the Monument to Almighty Time. The old temple where Rodis perished no longer existed. In its place, a semi-circular structure rose to the sky.

The staircase led to a huge steep arch, flanked on the upper platform by an open walkway. Both ends of the walkway with dome-shaped shelters protruded high and boldly above the square and the surrounding buildings.

“This is a memorial to Earth,” said the teacher quietly, “from a planet no longer called Yan-Yakh, but in accordance with the Earth name of the Tormance, was given the name Tor-Mi-Oss. In their language it means the same thing as the Earth to us. It is the planet and its soil on which man works, grows crops, plants orchards and builds houses for his children and for the future.”

In the second picture, there was a sculpture of three figures in the background of the building.

“Fai Rodis!” Kimi called out and the teacher nodded silently, just as excited as the children.

Sculpted from black marble in a space suit that barely covered her figure, Rodis was carried by two men with the faces of Tael and Gzer Bu-Yam. Their statues were of a dark yellow almost cinnamon rock. Both men, Dzhi and Kzhi, placed strong hands of sorts on their shoulders, and on them sat loosely, cross-legged, Fai, facing Gzer Bu-Yam, her hand around Tael's neck.

For some reason, the sculptor depicted Fai in a wide, loosely wound turban, as Tael once saw her. Resembling the brilliant black opals of the Australian continent, the stone all sparkled with inner colored fires, like millions of stars piercing the black tropical nights that Fai often told the Tormans about to get them excited about the beauty of the world.

For a long time the Earthlings stared at the plastic image brought from a distance of a thousand light years, unless the teacher forced himself to include the third and last image, representing the left pavilion of the monument.

There were also statues of Vir Norin and Su-Te. The astronavigator of the Dark Flame, immortalized in the dark red metal, lay with despondent limp hands, head and shoulders resting on the nine-legged, eyes closed in eternal sleep. The Torman, Su-Te, made of brilliant white stone, held in her childlike hands the precious gifts of the Earthlings, a dull cube of a short memory inhibitor and a glowing oval of a psychological analysis dissector. The two silhouettes had the enchanting uncertainty of realism which incited each one to see in a living form the miracle of their individual dream.

"Blue sky!" cried Lark in the manner of astronauts.

“Does this mean that the Hour of the Bull is over on Tormance? And that's what we Earthlings did, Rodis, Norin, Chedi, Evisa and all who now stand on the Revat Plateau around their ship?”

"No," replied the teacher. “The people of Tormance have achieved this, only they alone could rise from the inferno. The arrival of our starship and the actions of the Earthlings gave them a boost. Rodis and her fellow travellers instilled self-belief and trust in others among the Tormans. And these are two huge social forces. Nothing is more powerful than people united by trust... So how do you rate the significance of the expedition?”

"Another island of inferno in space has been destroyed and billions of people, present and future, freed from suffering," the students answered in chorus.

The teacher bowed to the children: "You could not have answered better, I am very pleased."

"We should go to the plains of Revat once more," said Ivetta, "we shall see them almost alive now!"

"You will soon see living Tormans," the teacher smiled. “At the recommendation of the machines of the Supreme Balance, a starship was dispatched from the planet Green Sun. And I think it is already on the planet Tor-Mi-Oss.”

* * *

A VISION OF THE RECENT FUTURE?

We will not bow our heads before anyone, any mystery, we will ring the highest vault of heaven with our spirit!

(From Neruda's Cosmic Songs, Lumir 1877) 

Since the dawn of individual civilizations, perhaps since the beginnings of humanization, man has been looking for a better model of his future: the promised land, the island of the righteous, the solar state, the Earthly paradise, what metaphors have not been used here! And the closer his native Earth is to him, the more often he looks up to the stars like our Jan Neruda a hundred years ago. And by creating the dream of a better future for their kind, the best poets and thinkers at the same time help the realization of that better future. However, if in the "Era of Disunity" to continue the terminology of the novel, this effort was mainly a matter of philosophical treatises and social utopias (for example, Confucius, Plato, More, Bacon, Comenius, Campanella, Owens, Saint-Simon, Fourier, Cabet, Morris, Chernyshevsky), then on the eve of the "Era of World Unification” where the establishment of a socialist order all over the world, a single science fiction novel takes over this role.

There is nothing surprising about this, if we realize the decisive role of the forces of production, and therefore also of scientific and technical development, in the spirit of the laws of social progress.

Revolutionary leaps in the development of technology (from the 19th century only in the field of energy: steam electricity and combustion engines, atomic and rocket propulsion), accompanied by analogous waves of authorial and mass interest in science fiction literature (science-fiction firsts like Verne and, Wells, the Second World War, and after man's entry into space), however, brought not only new material and countless stimuli to this modern literary genre, but also new pitfalls. Either that, as a result of the influx of new scientific and technical knowledge, there was a cognitive component in it at the expense of the basic function of artistic literature, which is a statement about man and his relationship to the world, or that the science fiction novel has degraded to the level of popular entertainment literature, albeit with the worst educational intentions. Or that, on the other hand, new discoveries not only provided the author with new substance, material and a framework for his artistic expression, but that his relationship to them changed, that he more than once took a negative, nihilistic position towards them. Legitimate fears about the misuse of science and technology against man, to whom Wells or Capek, Bradbury or Lem were able to give such a masterfully satirical form (albeit sometimes with an idyllic ending), have grown in contemporary Western science-fiction into monstrous horrors, full of pessimism and hopelessness.

If we accept the concept of science-utopian fiction as a syncretic genre, arising from the aforementioned utopias about a better future, then from Verne's educational adventure novel with an optimistic belief in technical progress and the victory of good forces in man, and finally from Radcliffe's poeticization of the mysterious, phantasmagoria and the irrational, then right here, on the contrary, the last-named component became disproportionately excessive.

The hope of the literary world similarly to the non-literary one is the Soviet Union, its literature. That is, the hope that the optimistic perspective, belief in the positive powers of man, endless knowledge and the final victory of humanism will not disappear from science fiction literature, that its mainstream will follow a bright vision of a better future. In the contemporary Soviet literary scene, the science fiction stream took an important place precisely thanks to Ivan Yefremov. An irony of fate for the author, who, after all, by his "original profession", as a world specialist-paleontologist and the founder of a new frontier field of paleontology and historical geology, the so-called tathonomics, also "had all the prerequisites" to lead science fiction in the direction of mere popularization.

And after the scientific successes, the beginnings of Yefremov's artistic career seemed to indicate this tendency. Those short stories "Extraordinary Stories" and "Wonderful Encounters", "Travel Notes" and "Shadows of the Past" etc. draw from his own scientific work, from exotic expeditions to explore nature, unknown lands or the ancient past, and nowhere do they cross the border of reality, the border scientifically available and justifiable.

With their eye-catching and accessible form, they will in many ways remind you of the historical pictures of our E. Štorch. Even the plot of the first cosmic short story “Visitors from the Stars” remains exclusively on Earth and is based on real facts. The discovery of dinosaur skeletons with unusual punctures was scientifically described in the paleontological literature of the time. Only on the basis of this finding from the Cretaceous period (when there could not have been even a hint of a thinking being, the only one who could possess such a weapon, on Earth), as well as on the basis of the proven finding that dinosaur skeletons were preserved in areas of mountain folds, assumed to be created by the decay of uranium, and finally based on Schmidt's cosmogonic hypothesis, which was popular at the time, according to which our planetary system could temporarily find itself in the relative proximity of other galaxies, Yefremov constructs an engaging narrative about possible visitors to our Earth. They could have arrived from another galaxy, which 1 With the help of this new frontier discipline (overlapping, merging of two related disciplines, from which a separate specialization will eventually arise, is characteristic of modern science at all), Yefremov, following Darwin's instinctively dialectical observation, determined the laws of mutually conditioning biological and geological processes in sediments with practical consequences for the study of former living conditions and for the detection of mineral deposits of organic origin, then came close to our planetary system, and while searching for atomic sources for the return flight, they could cause holes to the monsters that were bothering them. Let's also add that this "non-fantastic" but exciting short story, typically drawing on several scientific fields at the same time, was published in 1947 that is, twenty years before Memories of the Future, in which Erich von Däniken, in a similar genre in the West, played the theme of alleged "divine visitors".

In addition to numerous short stories, in the historical duology from ancient Egypt, “The Great Arc” (1952–1953), Yefremov not only tested the art of composing an adventure plot and psychological drawing of characters in a large-scale novel structure, but above all, it crystallized both his science fiction imagination and his class-based, materialistic conception of history.

Thus, armed with scientific and artistic experience and extraordinary erudition, he proceeded to his most important science fiction novel, “The Andromeda Nebula” (1957), which suddenly gained him world fame. Certainly also because the world, excited by the achievements of Soviet cosmonautics, understandably wanted to learn from what scientific, technical and ideological environment mankind's first step in space was born, all the more so since Yefremov's novel was written before the launch of the first satellites and the first space hero himself included it among with his favorite reading: "We fell in love with his picturesque images of the future, we liked the descriptions of interstellar travel, and we agreed with the author that the technical progress achieved by mankind in several thousand years would be unthinkable without the victory of communism" (from a talk by Y. Gagarin with journalists in Pravda, 26 May 1961).

"The Andromeda Nebula", which, according to the author's testimony, was at the same time aimed polemically at the anti-humanist science fiction production of the West, was identified in the largest monograph on Soviet science fiction literature by A.F. Britikova (1970) directly as a landmark in the development of this genre, when thanks to the Marxist theories by applying the dialectic of natural laws to historical processes on the widest, directly cosmic scale, Yefremov achieved the much-desired positive perspective. The subtext of all of Yefremov's work convincingly implies that we do not have to fear any ambush by cosmic gangsters, as for example depicted in sadistic details in Western comics. For only a highly developed society that "can unite the peoples of its own planet into one fraternal family, destroy inequality, oppression, racial prejudice... will have enough strength to overcome such a spectacular interstellar space" (“Visitors from the Stars”). For "not pious wishes, abstract moral values, but the iron necessity of life itself brought Earthly reason to the socialist order" (“Andromeda Nebula”).

For "man is the only force in the universe that can act rationally and, despite the most self-fantasy obstacles, lead to a conscious and comprehensive reshaping of the world" (“Heart of the Serpent”).

Soviet criticism, which highly highlighted the encyclopedic character of the "novel epic of thought and dream" (E. Brandis and V.I. Dmitrievsky in their joint monograph on the author from 1963), "an exemplary synthesis of a philosophical, social-psychological, scientific-technical, adventurous, utopian novel and a novel about work heroism" (J. Rjurikov), took an apologetic position even to partial reservations, arising rather from the circle of writers themselves. Thus, if they reproached Yefremov, e.g. a certain schematicity, rationalism and asceticism of the characters, was defended by critics with the assertion that the schematicity of the heroes of the science fiction genre results as J. Verne's characters also confirm from the uniqueness of their environment, in which ideas and intellect necessarily suppress their emotions and passions... If they criticized, for example, M. Šagınán's artificiality of "Esperanto" proper names, criticized this obvious validity of Marr's theory about the fusion of languages ​​by pointing to the connection of the remains of name roots with the ethnic origin of individual heroes ("Russian" Dar Veter, "Indian" beauty Chara Nandy, etc.), which the author wanted to emphasize the higher, international character of a united society. And if there were finally reservations about Yefremov's "naive geocentrism and anthropocentrism" (Earth and man, or Earthlings are the center of the universe), Britikov pointed out that the action, reflection of objective laws of nature anywhere and in any consciousness leads to unified thinking, to a universal cosmic phenomenon of reason, through whose prism the author also views the universe.

However, he should not be a writer of Yefremov's imagination and vigor, so that he does not respond to the slightest stimuli in his next work.

In the immediately following, already cited cosmic short story Cor Serpentis (Heart of the Serpent, 1959) it describes the meeting of the spaceship of Earthlings with a spaceship from a distant planet with a different, deadly atmosphere for Earthlings. However, the dreaded conflict will not occur, as "writers from the dark period of the end of capitalism" once feared; male and female astronauts of two such diverse worlds, despite the differences in their physical structure, despite the fantastic distance between their planets, when they meet, on the contrary, they will understand "the all-surpassing power and power of human love"!

In “Razor's Edge”, as the penultimate novel from 1963 is called, Yefremov banished his attempt at polemically anti-Freudian and anti-homogeneous prose. It is based on the new knowledge of psychophysiology about the existence of hidden psychic and physical forces in man, but he himself admits in the preface that he has not yet succeeded in connecting the complex scientific fabric with a system of artistic images. Their mutual symbiosis did not work out, and the "razor's edge" (intended as the border, the "golden section" of absolute, unique and the only objectively existing beauty) was rather criticized by the critics, when one of them called the novel an "aesthetic centaur".

And so the factual content and artistic connection to the successful "Andromeda Nebula" is the novel “Hour of the Bull” (1969). We have seen that Yefremov's artistic method has always oscillated between message and expression, rational and emotional, realistically plausible and fantastically fictional. If in the initial period he leaned more towards the first extreme, and in "Razor's Edge" the sensitive arrow of his work seemed to bifurcate, then in the last novel we observe a clear deviation towards artistry, emotionality and fantasticness.

Not only because the plot takes place two or three generations further "in the future" than the plot of the "Andromeda Nebula", whose heroes are already remembered here in legend, and that the dream in which they failed is finally realized here: victory over space and thus also time by crossing the so-called zero space, entering the curved "black" antispace, on the basis of dialectics and symmetrical mirroring of the assumed utopia. This artistically, very tempting way of freeing oneself from time-space shackles and instantly overcoming arbitrary distances, extending youth to fifty and human age to one hundred and fifty years and more, has already been widely exploited by authors of science fiction stories.

Even for our author, as we read in the novel, at the end of the "Disunity" era, three starships "slipped" and by a “happy" chance inhabited the planet "Suffering" (Tormance) the destination of the expedition and the setting of the new novel.

Weapons and equipment from the arsenal of the science fiction genre are indeed abundant here, which also makes "Hour of the Bull" more epically tight and more attractive to the reader. The compositional outline itself: the framework prologue and epilogue take place another hundred and thirty years further into the future, while the actual story of the Earthlings' expedition to the dark planet of Suffering, once inhabited in the distant past (from our point of view, however, in the distant future), is presented as a historical film, shown to studious pupils in the prologue and epilogue. Seeing the main storyline from the past and from the future creates an inadvertent impression of an endless passage of time in both directions. (Let's remember that the hero of Clark's utopia, known in our country primarily in Kubrick's film adaptation, turns into an embryo after completing “2001 A Space Odyssey”).

Even the realization that we are actually reading a movie story is not insignificant and explains, for example, why so much attention is paid here to color scales, dances, the beauty of women, the cult of the naked body, or typical movie chases and gags.

With the landing of Earthlings on the dark planet, the novel enters the traditional positions of the science fiction genre. Its driving force will now be the interweaving of two levels, the constant confrontation of two worlds, allowing us to address our world and our society with the most serious warnings, critical reproaches and ironic blows. This marks a significant shift in Yefremov's work to date and brings it more closely into the context of world science fiction. Perhaps, however, it must be admitted that in those serious warnings, Yefremov is far stronger and far more his own than in the small ironic jokes that, after Wells, Bradbury, Boulle and especially Lem, the reader will find too grotesque and too tame.

The dark planet of Suffering, born according to the Chinese motto in the Hour of the Bull, or Demon, is a warning image of the modern-day inferno into which the descendants of Earthlings have thrown it.

This is not, of course, the case of planets whose civilizations perished "as a result of premature knowledge" of nuclear power that they could not handle. But the images of the reckless devastation of the planet, the looting of natural resources, the phosphorus disaster, the overproduction of carbon dioxide and other harmful products are no less apocalyptic. In their neighborhood, from today's point of view, the current allusions to the general danger of noise as a result of the transistor, motorist or block of flats mania, etc., have an incommensurable effect after all.

We observe a similar disparity in the depiction of social relations. The fascist dictator and his oligarchic group, surrounded by sycophants "nicknames and uneducated", suppressing every manifestation of independent initiative, according to the motto "divide and rule", tore the population into two layers, the higher intellectual, which they need, and the lower mass, which instilled a contemptuous attitude towards life , the monstrous philosophy of voluntary premature death. And next to that, allusions to the housing crisis, sports professionalism, incompetent propaganda, useless advice, etc.

And against all this, an ideal, almost idyllic picture of the life of the native Earth, which in the United Hands Era is part of the Great Circle. On it, the family and the state have already died, and various "academies" and "councils" have taken over management the real brain of the planet: "In his mind, Vir also remembered another node in the Azores Islands, where on calm days the sea is so bottomless and clear. And then the journeys for rest to the sacred places of the prehistoric temples of Greece, India, Russia... Not the slightest concern about the future, apart from the natural worries about the entrusted work, apart from the desire to become better, braver, to do as much as possible for the benefit of the whole. A proud delight in helping everyone, and a habit of relying on equal support and attention from everyone around you” (p. 308).

That's why the Dark Flame expedition also has a savior mission, and Yefremov shows with superiority why humanity cannot abandon this mission, even though like any struggle for a better future it is not without risk and sacrifices. At the same time, the emissaries of Earth "do not want to repeat the mistakes of the ancient colonizers", but - similarly to the rank-and-file Russian revolutionary Gusev before them, who was sent to Mars by Yefremov's literary teacher and mentor A.N. Tolstoy (“Aelita”) - consider it their duty to help the exploited comrades of the brother planet.

The image of developed technical automation, as we have already seen it in part in "Andromeda Nebula", is here, completely in the spirit of the fantastic genre, colorfully expanded with fairy-tale miracles. Launching a translation tower from starship and erecting it on a distant hill without leaving the ship is no problem for the crew, as well as cutting through forests or digging underground passages from a distance. The same applies to invisible defense screens or adorable nine-legged battery robots that follow the cosmonauts every step of the way like faithful dogs...

Even in the characteristics of the characters, the author's effort to individualize them more, to infuse them with an emotional spark is evident.

If we have already recalled Tolstoy's utopian novel from the 1920s, then we cannot ignore the fact that the history of the Earthling's love for a beauty from another planet is repeated here in the love affair between an astronavigator and a young Torman woman, rounded off with a happy ending: Vir remains on the planet by the side of his beloved, to help the Tormans prepare a revolution and end the Hour of the Bull.

Finally, it is necessary to highlight what role Yefremov assigned to the Woman with a capital W this time. Of the thirteen-member expedition, there are six women, and it is a woman of exceptional psychic and even hypnotic power who commands the expedition; there is a linguist who can determine the structure of a language from TV shows of an alien planet and teach it to the crew within a few days, just as a sociologist can determine the structure of social, a biologist can determine the basic natural conditions, etc. At the same time, they are beautiful, athletic women with a considerable amount of feminine coquetry, even challenging.

In the tendencies of relaxed fantasy, there are pages of exoticism and eroticism, humor and horror (e.g. an encounter with an animal monster in the desert, being surrounded by a gang of drug addicts, the assault of the commander by a jealous Choyova concubine, etc.). In "Andromeda Nebula", today's reader will sometimes believe them more than some deadly serious excursions into the aesthetics of artistic creation. (When, for example, Fai Rodis is a model for sculptors or, on the contrary, she paints herself.) In a letter to a gracious lady, disguised as a feuilleton, Jan Neruda expressed his concern that his "Cosmic Songs" would eventually become comical songs.

However, despite the amazing progress made by science and technology in a single century, the poet's fears proved odd. Neither the fantastic romances of his friend Jakub Arbes nor the fantastic novels of his contemporary Jules Verne have a comic effect today, but rather poetic, and, for example, in Karel Zeman's film “Revocations”, they conquer new generations with other aesthetic meanings.

We imagine that when the great-grandchildren of our great-great-grandchildren send a probe to the galaxies of Andromeda or the constellation Taurus with Yefremov's cosmic novels (in the code language of the Great Circle), no one will laugh at them there, but they will be received with love and understanding for their deep humanism, and our distant brothers and the sisters will spend moments of poetic enchantment over them, just as we are moved today by the myths and epics of ancient times...

MILOSLAV WAGNER
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